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Political Songs in Polite Society:  
Singing about Africans in the Time of the British Abolition Movement, 1787 to 1807 
Julia Hamilton 
 
This dissertation asks how the British anti-slave-trade movement permeated musical 
culture of the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and how musical activities, in turn, were 
used to support the cause. It examines a group of newly discovered musical scores—described 
here as “serious antislavery songs”—that were published in the years between the founding of 
the Society for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade (1787) and the passage of the Slave 
Trade Act of 1807. Highlighting the inclusion of such scores in extant personal music collections 
of contemporary British women, the study explores both who used the scores and how they used 
them. The dissertation thus paints a detailed picture of musical abolitionism and argues that 
composing, collecting, practicing, and performing serious antislavery songs enabled female 
amateur musicians to promote opposition to human trafficking from their homes. The study joins 
close readings of ideas—found in letters, poems, and musical content—with analyses of 
activities, such as private musical practice and polite shopping.  
 The first chapter discusses the music of Ignatius Sancho, who died before the start of 
widespread mobilization against the slave trade but who nevertheless used his music to make a 
powerful, if subtle, antislavery statement. The second chapter moves to the beginning of the 
British abolition movement, examining two politically charged poems written in 1788 that 
became popular songs among female amateur musicians. The next three chapters explore the 
 
 
varied ways that these women incorporated serious antislavery songs into their everyday lives. 
Chapter 3 maps out the London musical marketplace for scores where women could purchase a 
variety of songs, including abolitionist and anti-abolitionist songs alike. The fourth chapter 
explores the activity of music-making and argues that practicing from musical scores and singing 
through them among friends was a form of conversation. It therefore introduces the term 
“sociable abolitionism,” of which “musical abolitionism” was one key component. Finally, 
Chapter 5 uses extant music collections that were once owned by British women to unpack the 
ethical tensions involved in white Britons’ practice of singing serious, sympathetic songs whose 
lyrics were written from the imagined perspective of enslaved Africans. The chapter argues that 
singing these songs was a kind of “musical masquerade”—one where singers could indulge in 
identity play while encouraging abolitionism from their listeners.  
The dissertation addresses a major gap in the literature on abolitionism: while literary, 
theatrical, and visual contributions to the movement have been received ample scholarly 
treatment, musical scores have remained virtually absent from discussions of antislavery 
activism. Scores are presented here as key sources for understanding the ways women enacted 
their opposition to human trafficking and bondage. Problematic but politically useful, scores 
incorporated easily into the activities of British women’s everyday lives and contributed to the 
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Introduction: Musical Abolitionism, 1787 to 1807 
 
By the middle of the eighteenth century, Great Britain had surpassed all other European 
nations in the number of captive Africans they purchased and forcibly brought to their colonies 
as chattel slaves.1 The “polite and commercial people” of Britain were aware of their nation’s 
heavy involvement in the enslavement of Africans—numerous writers, in fact, expressed their 
opposition to slavery in the early to mid-eighteenth century.2 Still, for most of the century, 
human trafficking was considered by many to be a justifiable, if distasteful, source of national 
wealth.3 It was only with the formation of the Society for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave 
Trade (SEAST) in 1787, and the resulting widespread circulation of abolitionist literature, that a 
large segment of the British population came to study, discuss, and petition against the trade. In 
print and in person, Britons debated whether the trade should be entirely abolished or whether it 
should merely be regulated with a view to ameliorating the living conditions onboard slaving 
vessels. They considered the impact that abolition would have on the people who would continue 
to live in bondage in the West Indies and discussed the other types of trade they might conduct 
with Africans who remained on the Continent. Finally, and most importantly in the eyes of many 
 
1 Over the century from 1650 to 1750, Britain caught up to Portugal’s notoriously high levels of slave trading. In the 
period of 1751 to 1775, Britain greatly surpassed Portugal’s slave trading for the first time, trafficking around 
832,047 Africans compared to Portugal’s 528,693. See “Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade – Estimates,” Slave Voyages: 
The Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database, https://www.slavevoyages.org/assessment/estimates (accessed 13 April 
2021). For an excellent history of the Middle Passage, see Stephanie E. Smallwood, Saltwater Slavery: A Middle 
Passage from Africa to American Diaspora (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007). 
 
2 I borrow from the title of Paul Langford’s widely cited history of eighteenth-century England: Paul Langford, A 
Polite and Commercial People: England 1727–1783, The New Oxford History of England (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1989). On “antislavery without abolitionism,” see Christopher Leslie Brown, Moral Capital: 
Foundations of British Abolitionism (Chapel Hill, NC: The University of North Carolina Press and the Omohundro 
Institute of Early American Culture, 2006), 33-101. 
 
3 Seymour Drescher, Capitalism and Antislavery: British Mobilization in Comparative Perspective (New York: 




eighteenth-century Britons, they interrogated the ways the trade in humans reflected on 
themselves as members of a supposedly moral, enlightened, Christian nation.  
Despite this nationwide soul-searching, very few individuals active in the years between 
the founding of the SEAST (1787) and the successful passing of the Act for the Abolition of the 
Slave Trade (1807) fit historian Richard S. Newman’s definition of an “abolitionist”: a person 
who made a “commitment to ending bondage” and for whom “slavery’s destruction became the 
central aim.”4 Instead, many contributed to the anti-slave-trade movement in small ways—
without dedicating their life’s work to the cause or making any grand, public actions. 
Abolitionism in this ad hoc, eighteenth-century sense might include copying out the lines of an 
antislavery poem and pasting it to the wall of a local pub.5 For others, activism might mean 
introducing the subject of human trafficking into conversation—either informally, among 
friends, or more formally, during debating society meetings.6 Many British men also signed 
abolitionist petitions to Parliament to during the nationwide petition campaigns of 1787-1788 
and 1791-1792. These small actions added up: as historians Seymour Drescher and J. R. Oldfield 
have long argued, popular opinion was an important factor in the ultimate success of the Slave 
Trade Act of 1807.7 
 
4 Richard S. Newman, Abolitionism: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 5.  
 
5 According to an anonymous subscriber who wrote in to the European Magazine in 1800, William Cowper’s “The 
Negro’s Complaint” was pasted to the walls of a pub: “A friend very obligingly copied [the lines of the poem] for 
me from a manuscript rudely pasted on a wall in a public house at Chesterton—a village about two miles from the 
University.” W. B., “To the Editor of the European Magazine,” The European Magazine (1800): 53. 
 
6 On the sociable nature of early abolitionism at Barham Court, Lady Middleton’s home in Teston, Kent, see Brown, 
Moral Capital, 341-352. On debating societies, see Drescher, Capitalism and Antislavery, 214-215. 
 
7 Seymour Drescher, “The Breakthrough 1787-92,” in Capitalism and Antislavery: British Mobilization in 
Comparative Perspective (New York: Oxford University Press, 1987), 67-88; J. R. Oldfield, “The London 
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331-343; Seymour Drescher, “Whose Abolition? Popular Pressure and the Ending of the British Slave Trade,” Past 
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Public Opinion Against the Slave Trade 1787-1807 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1995). 
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Abolitionism pervaded the realms of literature, theater, and visual art, as well. White 
British poets like William Cowper (1735-1800) and Hannah More (1745-1833) composed poems 
that imaginatively described the horrors of slavery, often writing from the first-person 
perspective of enslaved Africans.8 Black Britons such as Olaudah Equiano (ca. 1745-1797) and 
Quobna Ottobah Cugoano (b. ca. 1757) published writings that highlighted their personal 
experiences in bondage.9 For the stage, playwrights and composers created works that presented 
implicit critiques of slavery and/or the slave trade. These political statements sometimes 
happened at the level of the plot, as in Samuel Arnold and George Colman Jr.’s popular opera, 
Inkle and Yarico (1787), but a more common approach was to drop in a line with a “pointed, 
brief allusion to English racism and slavery,” to quote Roxann Wheeler.10 In the art world, 
images of enchained Africans became popular. Some, like the Wedgwood antislavery medallion, 
attempted to elicit sympathy for the enslaved population by drawing attention to a single 
kneeling slave; others, like the image of the Brookes slave ship, emphasized the scale of the issue 
 
 
8 Ivan Ortiz, “Lyric Possession in the Abolition Ballad,” Eighteenth-Century Studies 51, no. 2 (2018): 197-218; 
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Gerzina (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2020), 45-62; Ryan Hanley, Beyond Slavery and Abolition: Black 
British Writing, c. 1770-1830 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), 51-75, 171-202; Ramesh Mallipeddi, 
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University of Virginia Press, 2016), 180-206; John Bugg, “The Other Interesting Narrative: Olaudah Equiano’s 
Public Book Tour,” PMLA 121, no. 5 (2006): 1424-1442. 
 
10 Roxann Wheeler, “Sounding Black-ish: West Indian Pidgin in London Performance and Print,” Eighteenth-
Century Studies 51, no. 1 (2017): 77; see also Brycchan Carey, “To Force a Tear: British Abolitionism and the 
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by showing many Black bodies tightly packed onto the ship.11 All of these literary and artistic 
forms of antislavery activism have received ample treatment in the scholarly literature. But 
musical contributions to the debates over the slave trade remain underexplored.  
In this dissertation, I explore musical abolitionism, a term I coin to describe a set of 
musical activities that promoted awareness of the slave trade’s inhumane practices and a belief 
that it needed to be legally abolished. My study is based on an examination of eighty-four 
notated musical scores and nine broadside ballads that relate to contemporary British notions 
about the nature and enslavement of Africans (See Tables I.1-I.3, below, pp. 18-22). I 
encountered these scores in libraries, archives, and historic homes across the United Kingdom 
and the United States. They were published in the period between 1765 and 1835, though the 
bulk of the material comes from the years between the establishment of the SEAST (1787) and 
the Slave Trade Act (1807). Since these scores are largely unknown to musicology, a brief 
historical survey of British musical abolitionism will set the stage for the dissertation. 
Prior to 1787, any musical engagement with the issue of human bondage was indirect: 
this included comical and ironic complaints about slavery made by blackface opera characters 
and subtle references to slavery in the titles of music by the Black British composer, Ignatius 
Sancho (ca. 1729-1780) (See Table I.1 below, p. 18). With the explosion of popular 
abolitionism in 1787 came a major uptick in music by white British composers about slavery and 
 
11 Nicholas Radburn and David Eltis, “Visualizing the Middle Passage: The Brooks and the Reality of Ship 
Crowding in the Transatlantic Slave Trade,” The Journal of Interdisciplinary History 49, no. 4 (2019): 533-565; 
Jacqueline Francis, “The Brooks Slave Ship Icon: A ‘Universal Symbol’?” Slavery & Abolition 30 (2009): 327–338; 
Marcus Wood, “Packaging Liberty and Marketing the Gift of Freedom: 1807 and the Legacy of Clarkson’s Chest,” 
Parliamentary History 26 Supplement (2007): 203-223; Marcus Wood, Blind Memory: Visual Representations of 
Slavery in England and America, 1780-1865 (New York: Routledge, 2000); J. R. Oldfield, Popular Politics and 
British Anti-Slavery, 155-184; Mary Guyatt, “The Wedgwood Slave Medallion: Values in Eighteenth-century 
Design,” Journal of Design History 13, no. 2 (2000): 93-105; Marcus Wood, “Imaging the Unspeakable and 
Speaking the Unimaginable: The ‘Description’ of the Slave Ship Brookes and the Visual Interpretation of the 




African identity (See Table I.2 below, pp. 18-21). Much of this music continued to criticize 
human bondage in an indirect manner or avoided the subject altogether. But there also emerged 
in the period of 1787 to 1807 a new genre that I call the “serious antislavery song,” which 
featured lyrics that explicitly critiqued the enslavement of Africans. These songs often set to 
music poems that were written from the first-person perspective of enslaved Africans. The 
narrator of the poem typically expressed his feelings of distress and depression as a result of his 
traumatic experience in being kidnapped, forced onto a slave ship, and/or working on a slave 
plantation. The song lyrics tended to be written in standard English, with a few exceptions. 
Composers paired these texts with serious musical content, usually choosing to write in the sweet 
style of sentimental operatic music or the elevated and grand style of military or processional 
music. Based on a variety of primary sources I have uncovered during my archival research, 
including letters written by the creators of these songs and physical copies of scores that were 
once owned by women in this period, I argue that female amateur musicians were the primary 
consumers and promoters of this type of music. In the years between 1807 and 1834, some 
composers set to music texts that celebrated abolition; others reminded listeners of the ongoing 
issue of plantation slavery. Beginning in the 1820s, with the beginning of the second wave of 
widespread antislavery activism in Britain, composers treated the issue of slavery directly again 
(See Table I.3 below, p. 21-22). 
This dissertation takes as its primary focus women’s musical abolitionism in the years 
between 1787 and 1807. In these years, female amateurs purchased serious antislavery songs at 
music warehouses around London and other cities across the nation, selecting those that 
bolstered the importance of the plight of enslaved Africans through their use of sentimental and 
grandiose musical styles. They incorporated antislavery songs with lyrics written from the 
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perspective of Africans into a wider practice that I call “musical masquerade.” For late 
eighteenth-century Britons, performing sentimental songs from the imagined perspective of an 
enslaved African transformed a purely pleasurable indulgence in identity play into a moment of 
serious reflection on a political issue of major importance. Above all, performing songs with 
abolitionist content helped to remind the singer and her listeners that the problems of slavery and 
the slave trade were ongoing violations of human rights carried out legally by British subjects. I 
argue that performing these songs could act as a sort of real-time musical conversation about 
human trafficking. Moreover, I show that this conversation could happen at several levels: 
between a friendly group of musicians playing through a score together, between a musician and 
her listeners, or between a musician and her score.  
My focus on female amateurs as musical activists is significant: this was a time before 
the rise of ladies’ antislavery societies and while women were still excluded from participating in 
parliamentary petition campaigns.12 Since the 1990s, historians and literary scholars such as 
Clare Midgley, Moira Ferguson, Elizabeth Kowaleski-Wallace, Charlotte Sussman, and Julie 
Holcomb have uncovered a variety of ways that women showed their support for the cause.13 
According to these scholars, women’s activism in this earlier period included abstaining from the 
use of slave-grown sugar in their tea, wearing antislavery medallions on their clothing, and 
composing poetry that advanced critiques of human bondage. My study of musical abolitionism 
 
12 Clare Midgley, “‘Cement of the Whole Antislavery Building,’” in Women Against Slavery: The British 
Campaigns, 1780-1870 (London: Routledge, 1992), 43-71. 
 
13 Julie Holcomb, Moral Commerce: Quakers and the Transatlantic Boycott of the Slave Labor Economy (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 2016), 36-62; Charlotte Sussman, “Women and the Politics of Sugar, 1792,” in Consuming 
Anxieties: Consumer Protest, Gender, and British Slavery, 1713-1833 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2000), 
130-159; Elizabeth Kowaleski-Wallace, Consuming Subjects: Women, Shopping, and Business in the Eighteenth 
Century (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997); Ferguson, Subject to Others, 145-248; Midgley, 




therefore brings forward a new set of musical sources for understanding the ways women 
engaged in the major political issue of their time. I write back into history the names of female 
amateurs who composed, performed, and received dedications of serious antislavery songs—
names that have not previously been included in discussions of the history of abolitionism. They 
expand our knowledge about the members of the British public who supported the cause and the 
activities they used to promote abolitionism.  
 
Activities are at the heart of this dissertation. I was not content to limit my exploration of 
these scores to uncovering the relationships between poetic content, musical content, and 
politics—though this was an important starting place. As James Garratt reminds us, the “magic 
bullet” or “transmission model” of political music, in which lyrical content directly influences 
the actions of listeners, does not account for the complexities of the relationship between music 
and political activism.14 I wanted to find out who used the songs, and how they used them in 
their everyday lives. My focus, therefore, has been not so much on musical works as on musical 
scores—physical objects that were published, purchased, unfurled on music stands, studied, and 
used as the basis for performance. Inspired by recent musicological studies of the materiality and 
practices of women’s domestic music-making by Jeanice Brooks, Katrina Faulds, Wiebke 
Thormählen, Glenda Goodman, Candace Bailey, and others, I have sought out and examined 
numerous contemporary binder’s volumes, or collections of disparate pieces of printed music 
that were bound by their owners into volumes.15 These binder’s volumes, which are held at 
 
14 James Garratt, Music and Politics: A Critical Introduction (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), 14. 
 
15 Jeanice Brooks, “Musical Monuments for the Country House: Music, Collection, and Display at Tatton Park,” 
Music and Letters 91, no. 4 (2010): 513-535; Jeanice Brooks, “Making Music,” in Jane Austen: Writer in the World, 
ed. Kathryn Sutherland (Oxford: The Bodleian Library, 2017), 36-55; Paul Boucher, Jeanice Brooks, Katrina 
Faulds, Catherine Garry, and Wiebke Thormählen, A Passion for Opera: The Duchess and the Georgian Stage 
(Selkirk, UK: The Buccleuch Living Heritage Trust, 2019); Katrina Faulds, “‘Invitation pour la danse’: Social 
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archives and historic homes across the United Kingdom and the United States, give tangible 
evidence of the scores in use. The female amateurs who practiced and performed from these 
scores also scribbled on them, signed their names to them, wrote in keyboard fingerings, and 
bound them into volumes of music. Georgian women spent considerable time making music in 
their homes, so the fact that they included serious antislavery songs in their music collections 
shows that abolitionism was woven into the fabric of their everyday lives.  
The musical scores I examine were used not only by women in the eighteenth century: in 
the process of studying them, I played and sang through the scores myself. This practice-based 
methodology came partly of necessity: none of the scores, apart from Haydn’s piano trio setting 
of “The Slave’s Lament” (1795) and Cowper’s 1788 ballad of “The Negro’s Complaint” to the 
tune of “Admiral Hosier’s Ghost,” had been recorded.16 I also took inspiration from the work of 
Elisabeth Le Guin and Elizabeth Morgan, who have written about the music they study from the 
performer’s perspective.17 Morgan, in particular, performs music intended for women’s domestic 
 
Dance, Dance Music and Feminine Identity in the English Country House c.1770-1860” (PhD diss., University of 
Southampton, 2015); Glenda Goodman, Cultivated by Hand: Amateur Musicians in the Early American Republic 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2020); Glenda Goodman, “Bound Together: The Intimacies of Music-Book 
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Southampton, 2012); Jane Elizabeth Troughton, “The Role of Music in the Yorkshire Country House 1770-1850” 
(PhD diss., University of York, 2014); Wendy Stafford, “The Arrangement to Play: Music at Uppark in the Long 
Nineteenth Century” (PhD diss., University of Southampton, 2018); Penelope Cave, “Piano Lessons in the English 
Country Hourse, 1785-1845” (PhD diss., University of Southampton, 2013).  
 
16 Haydn Trio Eisenstadt, with Lorna Anderson, “The Slave’s Lament, Hob. XXXIa:137,” by Franz Joseph Haydn, 
recorded 2018, track 3 on Haydn: Scottish and Welsh Songs, Vol. 2, compact disc; Ken Burton (singer), “The 
Negro’s Complaint,” by William Cowper, Rule Britannia! Music, Mischief and Morals in the 18th Century, episode 
3, by Suzy Klein, broadcast April 21, 2014 on BBC 4, https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b041m4rl. 
 
17 Elisabeth Le Guin, Boccherini’s Body: An Essay in Carnal Musicology (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
2006); Elizabeth Morgan, “War on the Home Front: Battle Pieces for the Piano from the American Civil War,” 
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music-making in order to investigate the lived experiences of earlier women. I came to a similar 
conclusion about the experience of practicing abolitionist music to the one she draws in her 
article on “battle pieces” composed during the American Civil War: just as American women 
learned about important battles by playing piano music, British women came to an intimate 
knowledge of anti-slave-trade arguments by practicing serious antislavery songs. My practical 
methodology also led to a discovery of the connections between at-home discussions of the 
problem of human trafficking and the musical “conversations” that occurred by singing through 
antislavery music together. I bring the recent scholarly work on music-making as a sort of 
sociable conversation by Edward Klorman, Nicholas Cook, Emily Green, and W. Dean Sutcliffe 
to a new repertoire and a new political context.18 I apply their theories and methodologies to the 
study of British abolitionism. If performing music in a group is a form of conversation—one that 
is pre-planned and “scripted” by the score, but that occurs in real time among the musicians—
then these scores form an untapped archive of abolitionist discussion. 
Through these musical conversations, white British singers and instrumentalists reckoned 
with the human rights abuses carried out by members of their nation. While essay-writers might 
make a variety of economic arguments against the slave trade, including suggesting that Britons 
engage African merchants in the trade of other goods instead of human beings, serious 
antislavery songs tended to use emotional tactics.19 Through heart-wrenching lyrics and 
 
18 Edward Klorman, Mozart’s Music of Friends: Social Interplay in the Chamber Works (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2016); Nicholas Cook, Beyond the Score: Music as Performance (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2013); Nicholas Cook, Music as Creative Practice (New York: Oxford University Press, 2018); Emily H. 
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Current Musicology 95 (2013): 193-213; W. Dean Sutcliffe, Instrumental Music in an Age of Sociability: Haydn, 
Mozart and Friends (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019). 
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Slavery & Abolition 38 (2017): 135-154; Suzanne Schwarz, “‘A Just and Honourable Commerce’: Abolitionist 
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expressive tunes, the songs evoked sympathy for the plight of enslaved Africans. This was a 
widely used, if controversial, political tactic in the period. For example, William Wilberforce, the 
most prominent abolitionist Member of Parliament, used sentimental language in his famous 
1789 abolition speech. As Brycchan Carey has pointed out, Wilberforce’s emotional rhetoric 
contradicted his claims that he would appeal only to his listeners’ “cool and impartial reason.”20 
Others had their doubts about the relationship between feelings and political action. These 
included William Cowper, the author of what was arguably the most important sympathetic, 
poetic depiction of an enslaved African in these years.21 In the present day, the songs’ enactment 
of sympathy draws critical attention from scholars for two additional reasons. First, scholars 
have pointed out that eliciting sympathy for enslaved people was also a trope of writings that did 
not denounce slavery but that called instead for an amelioration of the conditions of the 
enslaved.22 Being moved to tears on behalf of enslaved Africans, in other words, did not 
necessarily mean wishing for an end to the slave trade, let alone slavery. Furthermore, the fact 
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that white Britons were the ones to write, compose, and perform these faux-African songs places 
them on a spectrum with the songs of the reviled practice of blackface minstrelsy. The 
historically, nationally, and politically distinct genres may seem worlds apart, but the shared 
practices of impersonation and attempted sympathy unite them in important ways.   
At the most basic level, both genres encouraged white people to pretend to be Black 
while singing. Eileen Southern’s influential book, The Music of Black Americans, even lists a 
few abolitionist “African” songs published in eighteenth-century Britain in a short section on 
“Antecedents of the Minstrel Songs.”23 Since they were typically performed in the home and 
without the use of blackface, however, I would argue that “African” songs from the time of the 
British abolitionist movement were actually more similar in practice to the arrangements of 
sentimental minstrel tunes that were performed in the nineteenth-century parlors of Britain and 
the United States.24 Like the British songs I am investigating here, nostalgic plantation songs 
composed by Stephen Foster in the 1850s had a complicated relationship to American 
antislavery activism.25 Frederick Douglass himself was ambivalent about the value of minstrel 
songs to the movement. Unlike the minstrel show performers of the 1840s, whom he labeled “the 
filthy scum of white society,” Douglass surprised even himself by describing the newer and less 
vulgar plantation melodies of the 1850s in positive terms:26  
 
23 Eileen Southern, The Music of Black Americans: A History (New York: W. W. Norton, 1971), 100-101. 
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It would seem almost absurd to say it, considering the use that has been made of them, 
that we have allies in the Ethiopian songs…They awaken the sympathies for the slave, in 
which anti-slavery principles take root, grow, and flourish.27  
 
Douglass was understandably wary of the practice of white performers singing as though they 
were Black, but he clearly made space for the possibility that this musical and performative 
sympathy could advance the antislavery cause. 
In recent years, scholars have questioned the trust that Black and white abolitionists of 
earlier centuries were willing to place in white sympathy. Saidiya Hartman opens the first 
chapter of her seminal 1997 book, Scenes of Subjection, with a critique of a letter written by the 
nineteenth-century American abolitionist, John Rankin.28 After witnessing the cruelties of 
slavery, Rankin described his attempts to vividly imagine what it would feel like if he had been 
enslaved, picturing himself and his family members undergoing physical torture. As Hartman 
puts it,       
[E]mpathy in important respects confounds Rankin’s efforts to identify with the enslaved 
because in making the slave’s suffering his own, Rankin begins to feel for himself rather 
than for those whom this exercise in imagination presumably is designed to reach. 
Moreover, by exploiting the vulnerability of the captive body as a vessel for the uses, 
thoughts, and feelings of others, the humanity extended to the slave inadvertently 
confirms the expectations and desires definitive of the relations of chattel slavery. In 
other words, the ease of Rankin’s empathic identification is as much due to his good 
intentions and heartfelt opposition to slavery as to the fungibility of the captive body.29 
 
 
27 Frederick Douglass, “The Anti-Slavery Movement, lecture delivered before the Rochester Ladies’ Anti-Slavery 
Society, March 19, 1855,” in Frederick Douglass: Selected Speeches and Writings, ed. Philip S. Foner, abridged and 
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Literary scholar Lynn Festa makes a similar point with regard to the limits of sympathy in 
sentimental poetry and visual art of the British abolition movement. She argues that the 
sentimental mode created a gulf between the white subject and the Black object of abolitionist 
pity. But where Hartman sees the nineteenth-century Rankin feeling emotions for his imagined 
self, Festa notes that eighteenth-century poetry and visual art created a sense of abolitionist 
community. The famous Wedgwood antislavery medallion, she writes, functioned by “inviting 
sentimental identification not with the suffering other, but with the compassionate observer…It 
is as much the humanity of the Briton as the humanity of the slave that is staged and interrogated 
in the medallion.”30 
 The scores I describe in this dissertation certainly encouraged white musicians to “feel 
for themselves” as they sang on behalf of enslaved Africans. They had not lived through the 
harsh realities of slave life in the West Indies and must have used their own experiences as a way 
to try to relate to the people they pitied. Many of the song lyrics, moreover, made use of direct 
address. Narrators frequently accused “you,” the British singer who purchased the scores, of 
being unsympathetic to the cause. Furthermore, as I argue in this dissertation, singing these 
songs was effective precisely because women were able to incorporate them into the pursuits 
they already enjoyed: shopping, sociable music-making, and identity play. The key thing to 
remember, however, is that this sympathy—however pleasurable and self-centered it may have 
been—answered a call that was put forth by both Black and white abolitionists. These 
abolitionists believed that eliciting sympathy for the sufferings of slaves was a necessary 
precondition for making real legal change. As historian Manisha Sinha has argued, critiquing 
past abolitionists for their methods of evoking what she calls “radical empathy” misses the point:  
 
30 Festa, Sentimental Figures of Empire, 171. 
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This scholarly gaze, the vast condescension bestowed on the very real history of black 
suffering under the political economy of a harsh slave regimen, leads people astray. It is 
based on a whitewashed understanding of abolition that reads out the black presence in it 
completely…it fundamentally misreads abolitionist agitation, the attempt to evoke radical 
empathy from an audience whose very comforts were dependent on the exploitation of 
those deemed inferior and expendable.31 
 
This dissertation therefore treats serious antislavery songs as a problematic yet important group 
of sources for understanding the ways women contributed to this wider goal of evoking 
sympathy for the enslaved.  
 
The first chapter, “Composing an African Identity in 1770s Britain: Ignatius Sancho and 
Antislavery Music before Abolitionism,” centers on the music of Ignatius Sancho (ca. 1729-
1780). This famous Black Londoner died seven years before the beginning of widespread 
abolitionism in Britain, though his antislavery sentiments are well known to scholars through his 
artful letters. In this chapter, I examine the antislavery argument at work in the music books he 
published during his lifetime. Throughout his oeuvre, I argue, Sancho chose clever titles for his 
pieces that showed him to be knowledgeable about the practices of polite sociability and well-
versed in important British literature by Shakespeare and Sterne. By publishing many of these 
compositions under the name “An African,” moreover, I contend that Sancho used his titles to 
fashion an African identity that contradicted contemporary anti-Black stereotypes. Furthermore, I 
examine three of Sancho’s pieces that drew musicians’ attention to slavery by alluding to current 
events, to literature by Laurence Sterne, and to music by Charles Dibdin. For musicians who 
understood Sancho’s references, I argue, the titles of “The Runaway,” “The Feathers,” and 
“Mungo’s Delight” served as a call to spend time contemplating the issue of slavery. The 
 




implicit antislavery arguments Sancho made in his music serve as important historical context 
for the explicit engagement with abolitionism explored in the chapters that follow.  
The second chapter, “Circulating Abolitionism through Song: Poetry, Politics, and Music 
in 1780s Britain,” positions female amateur musicians as important circulators of abolitionist 
poetry. I analyze the creation and reception history of two antislavery poems written in 1788, at 
the start of widespread popular opposition to the slave trade. The first case study centers on “The 
African,” co-written by two Liverpudlian abolitionists, Dr. James Currie and William Roscoe. 
Letters written by Currie reveal the authors’ conception of this poem as one that could be set to 
music. The poets published “The African” in London newspapers, edited it into a short format, 
and downplayed some of the least palatable elements of the slave trade in the hopes of “attracting 
the notice” of composers and female amateur musicians. The second case study focuses on 
William Cowper’s famous abolitionist ballad, “The Negro’s Complaint.” Cowper’s poem was so 
popular that it was set to music by eight composers and became very popular among female 
amateur musicians. One female composer, whom I identify for the first time as Miss Greenwood, 
wrote a song that was influential for later settings of the poem. The examples of “The African” 
and “The Negro’s Complaint” highlight, in contrasting ways, the importance of female amateur 
musicians for the dissemination of anti-slave-trade ideas. While Currie and Roscoe’s poem was 
only set to music twice, they understood the potential for composers and performers to act as 
circulators of abolitionist poetry—a potential realized in the many settings of Cowper’s poem. 
The next three chapters explore the ways women used their musical scores to incorporate 
abolitionism into their everyday amusements of shopping, socializing, and identity play. The 
third chapter, “Shopping for Serious Antislavery Songs in London, ca. 1800,” explores the 
market for abolitionist music during the period of 1787 to 1807. I map out a group of music 
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warehouses in London where a woman could purchase a serious antislavery song for use in her 
home. Then I closely examine a musical score that was sold in the period: William Howard’s 
“The Negro’s Lamentation” (1800). Howard’s musical and poetic choices mark his score as part 
of an emergent musical genre of the period that I call “serious antislavery song.” According to 
my survey of such scores that could be purchased at shops around London, serious antislavery 
songs drew on one of two musical styles: the simple, sighing musical idiom of sentimental 
operas and the grandiose, marching style of processional and military music. The chapter 
concludes with a counterexample of C. F. D.’s “The Bonja Song” (1802), a proslavery score that 
was available in the same music shops that sold antislavery music.  
The fourth chapter, “Antislavery Conversations: Domestic Music-Making as Sociable 
Abolitionism,” asks the following question: what did women do with their scores once they 
brought them home from the music shops? Examining the scores of William Howard’s “The 
Negro’s Lamentation” (1800), John Danby’s “The Negroe’s Complaint” (ca. 1790), and Joseph 
Mazzinghi’s “The Negroes” (ca. 1811-1815), I argue that private musical practice of solo songs 
and friendly performance of multi-part glees could function as musical “conversations” about 
slavery. Getting to know one’s score through private practice, I contend, was a social act, and 
one that brought the practitioner to more intimate knowledge of antislavery arguments. Singing 
together in a group was another form of musical conversation. I show that the scores of glees by 
Danby and Mazzinghi “scripted” a social interaction between performers, in which friends 
exchanged poetic and musical ideas about human bondage in real-time performance. These 
musical activities, I argue, were part of “sociable abolitionism,” a term I use to describe 
interactions among friends and acquaintances that included a discussion of anti-slave-trade 
objects, arguments, and events.  
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The fifth chapter, “Musical Masquerade and Antislavery Song in Women’s Music 
Collections,” uses a set of binder’s volumes owned by women in the period to paint a detailed 
picture of musical abolitionism. I note the songs that were popular among amateurs and analyze 
the number of serious antislavery songs that appeared in each volume. Then I show that musical 
abolitionism in this period was closely linked to a practice I call “musical masquerade.” Just as 
they did at public masquerade balls, I argue that women in this period enjoyed “dressing up,” 
musically, as different stereotyped characters. Singing serious antislavery songs with lyrics 
written from the perspective of the enslaved African fit in seamlessly with this problematic 
practice and even had a parallel at the masquerade ball itself, where attendees dressed in 
blackface and spoke out against the slave trade. The tension between musical abolitionism and 
musical masquerade is particularly pertinent in collections created by women whose possessions 
seem to tell a contradictory story about their engagement with the debates over the slave trade: 
two women owned songs or books that framed slavery as a serious problem while also owning 
songs that made light of the issue. Their music volumes complicate the scholarly discussion 
about the intended abolitionist meanings of song lyrics and show that late eighteenth-century 










Table I.1. Music about Africans and Slavery before 1787 
Composer Title Genre 
Charles 
Dibdin 
The Padlock (1768) Opera  
Charles 
Dibdin 
The Islanders (1780) Opera  
T. L.  “Yankee Doodle, or The Negroes Farewell to 




“Ariette – A Negro Song” in A Miscellaneous 





Minuets, Cotillions & Country Dances for the 
Violin, Mandolin, German Flute & Harpsichord 
(ca. 1767) 
Book of Dance Pieces 
Ignatius 
Sancho 
A Collection of New Songs (ca. 1769) Book of Songs 
Ignatius 
Sancho 
Minuets &c. &c. for the Violin Mandolin 
German-Flute and Harpsichord (ca. 1770) 
Book of Dance Pieces 
Ignatius 
Sancho 
Cotillions &c. (ca. 1775) Book of Dance Pieces 
Ignatius 
Sancho 
Twelve Country Dances for the Year 1779. Set 
for the Harpsichord (1779) 
Book of Dance Pieces 
 
Table I.2. Music about Africans and Slavery, 1787-1807  
Composer Title Genre 
Harriet 
Abrams 
“The White Man, A favorite Ballad, The 
Words taken from Mr. Park’s Travels” (ca. 
1799) 
Song 
An Amateur “The White Man, A Favorite Ballad, the Words 




“The Captive Negroe” (1796) Serious Antislavery Song 
John 
Ambrose 
“The Negro’s Revels” (ca. 1800) Song 
Samuel 
Arnold 
Inkle and Yarico (1787) Opera 
Samuel 
Arnold  
Three-Finger’d Jack (1800) Pantomime 











“The Dying Negro” (1792) Serious Antislavery Song 
Saunders 
Bennet 
“The Triumph of Africa” (1807) Serious Antislavery Song 
William 
Bennett 
“Song III” in Six Songs, and a Glee for three 
Voices with an Accompaniment for a Piano 





“The Hapless Negro Boy” (ca. 1790) Serious Antislavery Song 
John Wall 
Callcott 
“Forc’d from Home and all it’s Pleasures” (ca. 
1797) 
Serious Antislavery Song 
William 
Carnaby 
“Azid, or the Song of the Captive Negro” (ca. 
1802) 
Serious Antislavery Song 
William 
Carnaby 
“The Negro Girl” (ca. 1801) Serious Antislavery Song 
Muzio 
Clementi 
Piano Trio in C Major, Op. 28, No. 1, 
Movement 2: “Calemba – Arietta alla Negra – 
Andante Innocente” (1792) 
Piano Trio 
W. P. R. 
Cope 
“The Slave” (1794) Serious Antislavery Song 
William 
Cowper 












“Sweet Meat has Sour Sauce, or the Slave-
Trader in the Dumps” (1788) 
Serious Antislavery Song 
(Ballad source) 
C. F. D. “The Bonja Song” (1802) Song  
Joseph Dale “The Favorite African Song, taken from Mr. 
Park’s Travels” (1799) 
Song 
John Danby “The Negroe’s Complaint: A Serious Glee for 
Four Voices” (ca. 1790) 
Serious Antislavery Song 
V. De Cleve “The Negro Slave” (ca. 1795) Song 
Charles 
Dibdin 
“The Negroes Complaint” (1788) Serious Antislavery Song 
Charles 
Dibdin 
“The Indian Song,” in The Oddities (1790) Song in Table Entertainment 
Charles 
Dibdin 
“The Negro and his Banjer,” in The Wags 
(1790) 
Song in Table Entertainment 
Charles 
Dibdin 
“Kickaraboo,” in Christmas Gambols (1795) Song in Table Entertainment 
Charles 
Dibdin 
“Negro Philosophy,” in The General Election 
(1796) 
Song in Table Entertainment 
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W. Duchatz “A Favorite Rondo. The Subject taken from the 
General Dance of Negro’s on the Gold Coast, 
and Three Scotch Airs” (1801) 
Rondo 
G. G. Ferrari “Song from Mr. Park’s Travels” (1799) Song 
Tommaso 
Giordani 
Where the Poor Negro with Desponding 
Heart.” In Six Canzonets for the Voice, with an 
Accompaniment for the Piano Forte (1795) 
Serious Antislavery Song 
Thomas 
Greatorex 
“African Song” (1800) Song 
Miss 
Greenwood 
“The Negro’s Complaint. The Words by a 
Gentleman; Inscribed to Granville Sharpe, Esq. 
Music by a Female Correspondent – An 
Amateur,” in The Lady’s Magazine (1793) 
Serious Antislavery Song 
George 
Guest 
“The Afflicted African” (ca. 1794) Serious Antislavery Song 
Joseph 
Haydn 
“The Slave’s Lament,” in A Selection of 
Original Scots Songs in Three Parts, the 
Harmony by Haydn (1795) 
Serious Antislavery Song 
Joseph 
Haydn 
“Gramachree,” in A Select Collection of 
Original Scottish Airs for the Voice (1803) 
Song 
James Hook “The Dying Negro” (ca. 1795) Serious Antislavery Song 
William 
Howard 
“The Negro’s Lamentation” (1800) Serious Antislavery Song 
J. King “Song VI. Poor Orra Tink of Yanko Dear,” in 







Paul and Virginia (1800) Opera 
Edward 
Miller 
“The Negro Boy, who was sold by an African 
Prince for a Metal Watch” (1792) 
Serious Antislavery Song 
Edward 
Miller 
“The Afflicted African” (1789) Serious Antislavery Song 
Mrs. Basil 
Montagu 
“The Poor White Man” (ca. 1806) Song 
John 
Moorehead 





“The Sorrows of Yamba, or the Negro 
Woman’s Lamentation” (1795) 









“Ah will no change of Clime, The Celebrated 
Additional Song introduced by Mrs. Billington 




John Percy “The Celebrated African Indian Ballad” (ca. 
1795) 
Serious Antislavery Song 
James Porter “The Captive Negro,” in Paddy’s Resource 
(1795) 
Serious Antislavery Song 
(Ballad source) 
James Porter “The Negro’s Complaint,” in Paddy’s Resource 
(1795) 
Serious Antislavery Song 
(Ballad source) 
James Porter “The Dying Negro,” in Paddy’s Resource 
(1795) 




“The Negro Girl” (1798) Song 
William 
Reeve 
“The Desponding Negro” (ca. 1793) Serious Antislavery Song 
William 
Reeve 
“When Sunny Beams de Sky Adorn,” in The 
Charity Boy (1796) 
Song in a Play 
William 
Reeve 
“Ching Ching Cherry O,” in Family Quarrels 
(1802) 
Opera Aria 
John Ross “The African,” in A Second Set of Nine Songs, 
with an Accompaniment for the Piano-Forte or 
Harp (1796) 
Serious Antislavery Song 
John Ross “The Negro Mother” (1802) Serious Antislavery Song 
James 
Sanderson 
“Negro Man a Massa Had,” in Number Nip 
(1803) 
Song in a Pantomime 
James 
Sanderson 
“Poor Junto, The much admired African Love 
Song,” in The Fair Slave (ca. 1805) 
Song in “Grand Spectacle” 
Frank 
Sayers 
“The Dying African” (1792) Serious Antislavery Song 
(Ballad source) 
R. J. S. 
Stevens 
“The Negro’s Complaint” (ca. 1798) Serious Antislavery Song 
Stephen 
Storace 
“The Poor Black Boy,” in The Prize, or, 2, 5, 3, 
8 (1793) 
Song in a “Musical Farce” 
Thomas 
Thompson 
“The Negro Boy” (ca. 1800) Serious Antislavery Song 
[Mattia] 
Vento 
“The Suffering Negro” (1789) Serious Antislavery Song 
G. E. 
Williams 
“The Negro Boy” Serious Antislavery Song 
 
Table I.3. Music about Africans and Slavery, 1808-1836 
Composer Title Genre 
? “Negro Dance,” in The Gentleman’s 
Amusement (ca. 1813) 









“Crown with Freedom Afric’s Brows” (ca. 
1825) 




“The Negro’s Song,” in Danish and Norwegian 
Melodies (1815) 




“The Negro Slave” (1825) Serious Antislavery Song 





“The Flying African,” in Hime’s Collection of 
Favorite Country Dances for 1811 (1811) 




“Yarico to her Lover” (ca. 1819) Song 
Michael 
Kelly 
The Africans (1808) Opera 
Théodore 
Labarre 
“La Pauvre Négresse” (ca. 1836) Song 
T. Latour “The Negro Girl and Boy” (ca. 1810) Song 
Joseph 
Mazzinghi 
“The Negroes, a Glee for Three Voices” (ca. 
1811-1815) 
Serious Antislavery Song 
John Parry “The Wounded Negro Boy” (ca. 1821) Serious Antislavery Song 
John Ross “The Captive African” (ca. 1825) Serious Antislavery Song 
John 
Valentine 
“The Negroes’ Vigil: Manumission Hymn” 
(ca. 1834) 
Serious Antislavery Song 
Philip 
Young 
West-India Melodies; or Negro Tunes (ca. 
1810) 
Dances for Piano 
A. Z. and T. 
H. Severn 








Chapter 1. Composing an African Identity in 1770s Britain: Ignatius 
Sancho and Antislavery Music before Abolitionism 
 
On 21 July 1766, Ignatius Sancho (ca. 1729-1780) wrote a letter to his favorite author, 
Laurence Sterne (1713-1768). Sancho was a Black servant in a wealthy household who spent his 
free time composing music, reading books, and perfecting the art of letter-writing. He would 
later become an important member of the growing Black community in London; from the year 
1774 on, he owned a grocer’s shop in Westminster, which enabled him to become the first 
recorded Black man to vote in a British parliamentary election. But at the time that he wrote his 
letter to Sterne, he was a servant who was known only to his close circle of friends. 
Sancho began his letter by introducing himself to the famous novelist, whom he had 
never met. He wrote that he was a Black man who worked in household service and mentioned 
that he had taught himself how to read and write. Noting that his “chief pleasure” was books, 
Sancho praised Sterne’s popular novel, Tristram Shandy (9 vols., 1759-1767), and mentioned 
that his favorite character was Uncle Toby. “I declare I would walk ten miles in the dog days,” 
he wrote, “to shake hands with the honest Corporal.”1 He then reached the main point of his 
letter. Quoting from Sterne’s Sermons of Mr. Yorick, Sancho wrote that he had found the passage 
about slavery to be “truely [sic] affecting.”2 Then he asked the novelist to publish more critiques 
of slavery. He invited Sterne to use him as a way to imagine the “attitudes” and sounds of the 
 
1 Letter from Ignatius Sancho to Laurence Sterne, 21 July 1766, in Letters of the Late Ignatius Sancho, an African, 
ed. Vincent Carretta (Peterborough, Canada: Broadview Edition, 2015), 311.  
 





millions of Africans who were currently enduring slavery, with their hands “uplifted” and their 
addresses “supplicatory”: 
[O]f all my favourite writers, not one do I remember, that has had a teare to spar[e] for 
the distresses of my poor moorish brethren, Yourself, and the truely humane author of Sr 
George Ellison excepted: I think Sir, you will forgive, perhaps applaud me for zealously 
intreating you to give half an hours attention to slavery (as it is at this day undergone in 
the West Indies) that subject handled in your own manner, would ease the Yoke of many, 
perhaps occasion a reformation throughout our Islands—But should only one be the 
better for it—good gracious God! what a feast! very sure I am, that Yorick is an 
Epicurean in Charity—universally read & universally admired—you could not fail. dear 
Sir think in me, you behold the uplifted hands of Millions of my moorish brethren—Grief 
(you pathetically observe) is eloquent—figure to yourselves their attitudes—hear their 
supplicatory address—humanity must comply[.]3 
 
Sterne replied a week later, saying that coincidentally, he had just written “a tender tale of the 
sorrows of a friendless poor negro-girl.”4 The story was published the following year in the ninth 
and final volume of Tristram Shandy and the two men became friends, corresponding until 
Sterne’s death in 1768.5  
This initial exchange between Sancho and Sterne from 1766 brought about Sancho’s rise 
to fame. Seven years after Sterne died, the two friends’ correspondence was published in Letters 
 
3 Letter from Ignatius Sancho to Laurence Sterne, 21 July 1766, in Letters of the Late Ignatius Sancho, ed. Carretta, 
ed., 311-312. 
 
4 Letter from Laurence Sterne to Ignatius Sancho, 27 July 1766, in Letters of the Late Ignatius Sancho, ed. Carretta, 
312-313.  
 
5 Laurence Sterne, The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman, Book 2, Vol. 9 (London: H. Symonds, 
1793), 162-163; Quoted in Letters of the Late Ignatius Sancho, ed. Carretta, 313. The connection between Sancho 
and Sterne was thought to be remarkable at the time and has inspired much scholarship. See, for instance, S. S. 
Sandhu, “Ignatius Sancho and Laurence Sterne,” Research in African Literatures 29, no. 4 (1998), 88-105; Helena 
Woodard, “Ignatius Sancho and Laurence Sterne: The Measure of Benevolence and the ‘Cult of Sensibility,’” in 
African-British Writings in the Eighteenth Century: The Politics of Race and Reason (Westport, CT: Greenwood 
Press, 1999), 67-98; Markman Ellis, “Ignatius Sancho’s Letters: Sentimental Libertinism and the Politics of Form,” 
in Genius in Bondage: Literature of the Early Black Atlantic, ed. Vincent Carretta and Philip Gould (Lexington, 
KY: The University Press of Kentucky, 2001), 199-217; Elahe Haschemi Yekani, “Digressions: Sancho and Sterne,” 
in Familial Feeling: Entangled Tonalities in Early Black Atlantic Writing and the Rise of the British Novel (Cham, 




of the Late Rev. Mr. Laurence Sterne (1775).6 From then on, the wider reading public came to 
see Sancho as he had presented himself to Sterne: an exemplar of African intelligence and 
achievement and an outspoken opponent to slavery. Reviewers of Sterne’s collected 
correspondence immediately picked out Sancho’s letters and used them to dispel contemporary 
assumptions about Black intellectual and emotional inferiority. One reviewer wrote that 
Sancho’s first letter to Sterne would “shew that the writer, though black as Othello, has a heart as 
humanized as any of the fairest about St. James’s.”7 Another reviewer described Sancho as a 
“sensible Black” and an “honest African genius.”8 A third wrote that his “Education and 
Behaviour would do no Discredit to the fairest Face of Europe.”9 From a modern-day 
perspective, these intended compliments are marred with racialized and Eurocentric thinking—
Sancho’s achievements are explicitly measured against the standard set by people with “fair” 
skin and he is praised despite his dark complexion. But we must remember that British slave 
trading was at its height during the eighteenth century, with roughly 2.5 million Africans 
trafficked to the British West Indies over the course of the century.10 The relationship we now 
recognize between slavery and nascent forms of biological racism in this period was complex, to 
 
6 Laurence Sterne, Letters of the Late Rev. Mr. Laurence Sterne, To his most intimate Friends. With a Fragment in 
the Manner of Rabelais. To which are prefix’d, Memoirs of his Life and Family. Written by Himself. And published 
by his Daughter, Mrs. Medalle, ed. Lydia Sterne de Medalle, 3 vols. (London: T. Becket, 1775). 
 
7 The Gentleman’s Magazine: and Historical Chronicle 46 (January 1776), 27-29, in Letters of the Late Ignatius 
Sancho, ed. Carretta, 333. 
 
8 The Monthly Review, or, Literary Journal 53 (November 1775), 403-13, in Letters of the Late Ignatius Sancho, ed. 
Carretta, 333.  
 
9 The Public Advertiser, 4 June 1778, in Letters of the Late Ignatius Sancho, ed. Carretta, 334. 
 
10 See “Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade – Estimates,” Slave Voyages: The Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database, 




be sure, but the practice and the theories were certainly intertwined.11 In this historical context, 
asserting that a Black man was well behaved and well educated—a “genius,” in fact—was an 
important antiracist and antislavery argument. 
Sancho’s life and works continued to be used as evidence of Black achievement after his 
death in 1780. The letters he wrote during the last twelve years of his life were published soon 
after by his friend Frances Crewe.12 Like the reviewers of Sancho’s first letter to Sterne, Crewe 
prefaced her edition of Sancho’s letters by saying that one of her main motives for publishing 
Sancho’s letters was “the desire of shewing that an untutored African may possess abilities equal 
to an European.”13 Though Sancho’s letters would have made this antiracist argument on their 
own, Crewe bolstered Sancho’s image by including a portrait of Sancho engraved by Francesco 
Bartolozzi, based on a painting by the fashionable portraitist, Thomas Gainsborough.14 She also 
included a short biography of Sancho’s life by Joseph Jekyll, which, as Brycchan Carey points 
out, frames Sancho as a “man of feeling.”15 The Letters of the Late Ignatius Sancho, An African 
were extremely popular; by 1803, the book had gone through five editions plus an unauthorized 
 
11 Katharine Gerbner, Christian Slavery: Conversion and Race in the Protestant Atlantic World (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2018); Roxann Wheeler, The Complexion of Race: Categories of Difference in 
Eighteenth-Century British Culture (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2000); Dror Wahrman, The 
Making of the Modern Self: Identity and Culture in Eighteenth-Century England (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2004), 83-156. 
 
12 Ignatius Sancho, Letters of Ignatius Sancho: An African, to which are Prefixed, Memoirs of his Life, ed. Frances 
Crewe, 1st ed., 2 vols (London: John Nichols, 1782). 
 
13 Frances Crewe, “Editor’s Note,” in Letters of the Late Ignatius Sancho, ed. Carretta, 47. 
 
14 See Reyahn King, “Ignatius Sancho and Portraits of the Black Élite,” in Ignatius Sancho: An African Man of 
Letters, by Reyahn King, Sukhdev Sandhu, James Walvin, Jane Girdham, and Caryl Phillips (London: National 
Portrait Gallery Publications, 1997), 16-43. 
 
15 Joseph Jekyll, “The Life of Ignatius Sancho,” in Letters of the Late Ignatius Sancho, ed. Carretta, 49-56. See 
Brycchan Carey, “‘The extraordinary Negro’: Ignatius Sancho, Joseph Jekyll, and the Problem of Biography,” 




Irish edition.16 Like Sancho’s first letter to Sterne, the collection of Letters became a focal point 
in contemporary debates over African humanity. Many reviewers asserted that the letters refuted 
negative stereotypes, including climate-based theories of racial difference.17 Others praised the 
style and composition of Sancho’s letters, which featured dashes and cleverly suggestive pauses, 
by including them in books on the art of letter-writing.18 Sancho’s letters were so highly 
regarded, in fact, that Thomas Jefferson, who notoriously sought to deny racial equality, needed 
to dismiss Sancho’s well-known intelligence as an anomaly if he wanted to make his case.19 
As important as they were in the arguments against slavery and racial prejudice, it is 
significant that the decision to publish the Letters was not Sancho’s own.20 The Letters reflect 
Frances Crewe’s desire to use Sancho’s works to make an antislavery argument after he had 
died. Sancho did make the decision to publish several books of music during his lifetime, 
however. These scores, in fact, are arguably the most important source of information about how 
 
16 Carretta, “Introduction,” in Letters of the Late Ignatius Sancho, 20. 
 
17 The European Magazine and London Review 2 (September 1782): 199-202, quoted in Letters of the Late Ignatius 
Sancho, ed. Carretta, 345. Additional examples of this antiracist argument can be found throughout Appendix F of 
Carretta’s edition.  
 
18 Models of Letters, for the Use of Schools and Private Students. Being an Epitome of the Large Octavo Volume, 
Entitled, Elegant Epistles: And Containing Select Letters from the Best English Authors, with Many Translated from 
the French, which have Never Appeared in Any Miscellaneous Collection, Book IV (London: T. Longman, 1794), 
236-242. See also Eve Tavor Bannet, Empire of Letters: Letter Manuals and Transatlantic Correspondence, 1688-
1820 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005). 
 
19 Thomas Jefferson, Notes on the State of Virginia (London, Stockdale, 1787), Query XIV, quoted in Letters of the 
Late Ignatius Sancho, ed. Carretta, 351. For more on Jefferson’s views, including his notorious beliefs about Black 
musicians, see Bonnie Gordon, “What Mr. Jefferson didn’t hear,” in Rethinking Difference in Music Scholarship, ed. 
Olivia Bloechl, Melanie Lowe, and Jeffery Kallberg (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 108-132; 
Dorothy Couchman, “‘Mungo Everywhere’: How Anglophones Heard Chattel Slavery,” Slavery & Abolition 36.4 
(2015), 714; Katrina Dyonne Thompson, Ring Shout, Wheel About: The Racial Politics of Music and Dance in 
North American Slavery (Champaign, IL: University of Illinois Press, 2014), 73-74. 
 
20 Brycchan Carey speculates that Sancho may have played a role in preparing his letters for publication at the end of 
his life. Brycchan Carey, “‘The Hellish Means of Killing and Kidnapping’: Ignatius Sancho and the Campaign 
against the ‘Abominable Traffic for Slaves,’” in Discourses of Slavery and Abolition: Britain and its Colonies, 




Sancho presented himself to the world and what he thought his role was in combatting the major 
issue of his time: slavery. For if Sancho’s letters circulated as antislavery documents primarily 
after his death and therefore reflect other people’s agendas, his music offers direct testament to 
Sancho’s self-presentation as an antislavery activist during his lifetime. It is time that we view 
Sancho’s musical output as a key form of his early antislavery activism. 
Prior to 2015, it was believed that Sancho composed four books of music.21 Thanks to a 
recent discovery of a lost music book called Cotillions &c. (ca. 1775), we now know that he 
published at least one more.22 In total, then, Sancho published eighty-six pieces of music. Three 
of his music books were published under the name “An African”; two were published under the 
name “Ignatius Sancho.” These musical scores do not feature in historians’ discussions of 
Sancho’s contributions to early antislavery discourse and tend to be treated as background 
information about Sancho’s life.23 And although the scores have been analyzed by a few 
 
21 Ignatius Sancho, Minuets, Cotillions & Country Dances for the Violin, Mandolin, German Flute & Harpsichord 
Composed by an African Most Humbly Inscribed to his Grace Henry Duke of Buccleugh, &c, &c, &c (London: 
Printed for the Author, ca. 1767); Ignatius Sancho, A Collection of New Songs Composed by An African Humbly 
Inscribed to the Honble. Mrs James Brudenell by her most humble Devoted & Obedient Servant, The Author (no 
publisher information, ca. 1769); Ignatius Sancho, Minuets &c. &c. for the Violin Mandolin German-Flute and 
Harpsichord Compos’d by an African, Book 2d., Humbly Inscribed to the Right Honble. John Lord Montagu of 
Boughton (London: Printed for the Author and sold by Richd. Duke, ca. 1770); Ignatius Sancho, Twelve Country 
Dances for the Year 1779. Set for the Harpsichord By Permission Humbly Dedicated to the Right Honourable Miss 
North, by her most obedient Servant Ignatius Sancho (London: Printed for S. and A. Thompson, 1779). 
 
22 Ignatius Sancho, Cotillions &c. humbly dedicated (with permission) to the Princes’s [sic] Royal, by Her Royal 
Highness’s most obedient servant Ignatius Sancho (London: Printed for C. & A. Thompson, ca. 1775). Brycchan 
Carey notes on his personal website that “the volume was “recently discovered and acquired in 2016 by the Harvard 
University Theatre Collection.” See “Ignatius Sancho, Black British Composer,” accessed April 30, 2021, 
https://brycchancarey.com/sancho/music.htm. To my knowledge, the volume received its first scholarly mention in a 
published work in Carretta, ed., Letters of the Late Ignatius Sancho, 16, 362. There is a discrepancy between the 
newly discovered score held by Harvard and Carretta’s citation in his edition of the Letters. The Harvard library 
catalogue gives C. & A. Thompson as the publishers and 1770 as the date of this volume, while Carretta provides a 
date of 1776 and publication information as “To be had of the Author, at his Tea and Snuff-Shop, No. 19, Charles-
street, Westminster.” I choose ca. 1775 for my date because the titles of the pieces in the volume make many 
references to Laurence Sterne’s works and it makes sense that Sancho would publish his Sternean music book 
around the same time that Sterne’s letters were first published.  
 
23 Carey, “‘The Hellish Means of Killing and Kidnapping,’” 81-95; Ellis, “Ignatius Sancho’s Letters,” 199-217; 
Ryan Hanley, Beyond Slavery and Abolition: Black British Writing, c. 1770-1830 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2019), 31-50; Christopher Leslie Brown, Moral Capital: Foundations of British Abolitionism 
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musicologists as evidence about Black music-making in eighteenth-century England, these 
scholars make only passing reference to the debates over slavery that were occurring at the time 
of their composition.24 To bring the history and the music together, the present chapter explores 
the antislavery aspects of Sancho’s compositions. I argue that Sancho used his music to make the 
same requests of the British musical public that he made to Sterne in his initial letter. First, by 
publishing three of his books under the name “An African,” Sancho offered himself up as a 
musical representative of his people, effectively saying: “think in me you behold…my moorish 
brethren.”25 Specifically, he used the titles of his musical compositions to fashion a multifaceted 
identity as “An African” who was both sociable and well-read.26 In an era when many white 
Britons would find this combination of traits to be surprising, Sancho’s construction of 
compositional personae I call “the friendly composer” and “the tasteful reader” made an implicit 
antislavery statement. Furthermore, I show that Sancho used three pieces in particular to draw 
 
(Chapel Hill, NC: the University of North Carolina Press, 2006), 286-289; James Walvin, “Ignatius Sancho: The 
Man and His Times,” in Ignatius Sancho: An African Man of Letters, by Reyahn King, Sukhdev Sandhu, James 
Walvin, Jane Girdham, and Caryl Phillips (London: National Portrait Gallery Publications, 1997), 93-113.  
 
24 The most important musicological work on Sancho was done in the late 1970s and early 1980s by Josephine R. B. 
Wright, who identified Sancho as the composer of the three books he published under the name “An African.” She 
provided an overview of the musical genres and historical background to Sancho’s musical output and identified 
several of the references Sancho made in the titles of pieces included the four books of music known to Wright. The 
scholarship published since the 1980s, including my own, is indebted to Wright’s thorough research. See Josephine 
R. B. Wright, ed., Ignatius Sancho (1729-1780): An Early African Composer in England: The Collected Editions of 
His Music in Facsimile (New York: Garland Publishing, 1981); Josephine Wright, “Ignatius Sancho (1729-1780), 
African Composer in England,” The Black Perspective in Music 7.2 (1979): 132-167; Jane Girdham, “Black 
Musicians in England: Ignatius Sancho and His Contemporaries,” in Ignatius Sancho: An African Man of Letters by 
Reyahn King, Sukhdev Sandhu, James Walvin, Jane Girdham, and Caryl Phillips (London: National Portrait Gallery 
Publications, 1997); Samuel A. Floyd, Jr., with Melanie L. Zeck and Guthrie P. Ramsay, Jr., The Transformation of 
Black Music: The Rhythms, the Songs, and the Ships of the African Diaspora (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2017), 52-53. 
 
25 Letter from Ignatius Sancho to Laurence Sterne, 21 July 1766, in Letters of the Late Ignatius Sancho, ed. Carretta, 
311. This held true for Sancho’s compositions published under his own name, for by that time, he was already 
famous from his letter to Sterne, in which he identified himself as Black. 
 
26 For another study that explores the meanings of titles of musical works from the 1760s and 1770s, see Elaine 




musicians’ attention to the problem of slavery. The titles of “The Runaway,” “The Feathers,” and 
“Mungo’s Delight” all made reference to slavery by way of allusion to current events, literature, 
and music. For musicians who understood these references, Sancho’s titles and musical gestures 
served as a call to “give half an hours attention to slavery.”27 
My analysis of Sancho’s indirect approach to writing antislavery music in the 1760s and 
1770s provides important historical context for the rest of the dissertation. The chapters that 
follow focus on song settings of abolitionist poetry written by white composers from 1787 to 
1807, when the British public was engaged in debating the abolition of the slave trade. Sancho’s 
musical approach to the issue of slavery was subtler but no less powerful than the direct 
approach of the composers that followed him. 
 
Sancho, the Friendly Composer 
 Just as he presented himself in a friendly and easy manner in his initial letter to Laurence 
Sterne, offering genuine praise to his favorite author rather than stiff, formal compliments, 
Sancho used the titles of his musical pieces to showcase his knowledge of polite sociability. He 
named several of his tunes after people and places he knew intimately. “Mariannes Reel” was 
named for his daughter, while “Fornham Johnny” was named for Johnny Osborn, his brother-in-
law who resided in Fornham.28 If Marianne and Johnny were unfamiliar to the people who 
purchased Sancho’s music books, other names that popped up in his titles were much more 
 
27 Letter from Ignatius Sancho to Laurence Sterne, 21 July 1766, in Letters of the Late Ignatius Sancho, an African, 
ed. Carretta, 311. 
 
28 Sancho, “Mariannes Reel,” in Minuets, Cotillions, & Country Dances, vol. 2, 15; Sancho, “Fornham Johnny,” in 
Cotillions &c., 20-21; see Letter from Ignatius Sancho to John Osborne, 1 July 1780, in Letters of the Late Ignatius 




famous. Sancho named three reels in Twelve Country Dances after his employer’s family or 
members of the nobility in their wider circle: “Lady Mary Montagus Reel,” “Lord Dalkeiths 
Reel,” and “Dutchess of Devonshires Reel.”29 He likewise named several tunes after the homes 
of his wealthy patrons and their friends. The tune called “Trip to Dillington” in Twelve Country 
Dances was a reference to Dillington House, the home of Lord North.30 North was the Prime 
Minister and the father of Miss North, to whom Sancho had dedicated this volume of music. The 
friendly composer also named tunes after two homes owned by his patron, Elizabeth Montagu, 
Duchess of Buccleuch: “La Loge de Richmont” was named for her London residence, while 
“Dalkeith Palace” was named for her Scottish country home.31 Sancho’s “Trip to Barton” 
referenced Barton Hall, the home of Sir Charles Bunbury, who was the future husband of his 
good friend and correspondent, Mrs. Cocksedge.32 Furthermore, the dance called “Bullstrode 
House” used the name of the home of the Dukes of Portland.33 Finally, Sancho named some of 
his compositions after the practices of sociability, such as “The Friendly Visit,” “The Repartee,” 
and “All of One Mind.”34 Similarly, he called one of his songs “Friendship Source of Joy.”35 
Sancho noted under the title of this song that the words were written “by a young Lady.” This 
 
29 Sancho, “Lady Mary Montagus Reel,” in Twelve Country Dances, 1; Sancho, “Lord Dalkeiths Reel,” in Twelve 
Country Dances, 5; Sancho, “Dutchess of Devonshires Reel,” in Twelve Country Dances, 11. 
 
30 Sancho, “Trip to Dillington,” in Twelve Country Dances, 7. 
 
31 Sancho, “La Loge de Richmont,” in Minuets, Cotillions, & Country Dances, vol. 1, 12; Sancho, “Dalkeith 
Palace,” in Cotillions &c., 18. 
 
32 Sancho, “Trip to Barton,” in Cotillions &c., 19. 
 
33 Sancho, “Bullstrode House,” in Cotillions &c., 12-13. 
 
34 Sancho, “The Friendly Visit,” in Minuets, Cotillions & Country Dances, vol. 1, 15; Sancho, “The Repartee,” in 
Cotillions &c., 38-39; Sancho, “All of One Mind,” in Twelve Country Dances, 9. 
 




implies that he knew this young woman personally and socialized with her by setting her poem 
to music. Table 1.1, below, summarizes the many ways in which Sancho used titles to fashion 
himself as a friendly composer. 









by an African, vol. 
1 (ca. 1767) 
14 / 24 “La Loge de 
Richmont” 
London home of Elizabeth Montagu, 
Duchess of Buccleuch, daughter of 
Sancho’s most recent patron 
18 / 24 “The Friendly 
Visit” 
Sociable practice 
A Collection of New 
Songs Composed by 
an African (ca. 
1769) 
 
6 / 6 “Friendship 
Source of Joy” 
Sociable practice, collaboration with 
“young Lady” poet 
Minuets &c. 
&c…Compos’d by 
an African, vol. 2 
(ca. 1770) 
 
18 / 20 “Mariannes 
Reel” 
Sancho’s daughter 




7 / 24 “Bullstrode 
House” 
Home of the Dukes of Portland 
10 / 24 “Trip to Barton” Home of Sir Charles Bunbury, 
subscriber to the Letters who married 
Sancho’s correspondent, Margaret 
Cocksedge, in 1805 
11 / 24 “Dalkeith 
Palace” 
Scottish home of Elizabeth, Duchess of 
Buccleuch, daughter of Sancho’s most 
recent patron 
12 / 24 “Fornham 
Johnny” 
Sancho’s brother-in-law 
21 / 24 “The Repartee” Sociable practice 
Twelve Country 
Dances by Ignatius 
Sancho (1779) 
 
1 / 12 “Lady Mary 
Montagus Reel” 
Granddaughter of Sancho’s most recent 
patron 
5 /12 “Lord Dalkeiths 
Reel” 
Grandson of Sancho’s most recent 
patron 
7 /12 “Trip to 
Dillington” 









By choosing these titles, Sancho invited the people who purchased his music to picture 
“An African” socializing with friends by composing music for them to dance to at grand country 
homes like Dalkeith Palace and Dillington House. After Sancho died, readers of his letters would 
find further evidence that this “African” enjoyed gifting pieces of music to his friends. For 
instance, in a letter from 5 Nov 1777, Sancho asked Mrs. Cocksedge to dance to “the little dance 
(which I like because I made it),” which he likely included in the original letter. He “humbly 
beg[ged] you will make Jack play—and amongst you contrive a figure.”36 Presumably, Sancho 
was hoping that Mrs. Cocksedge and her family members would enjoy dancing to Sancho’s 
music in their home. The sociable situation he hoped to create for his friends was similar to the 
“unpremeditated little ball” described in Jane Austen’s Persuasion, in which the shy protagonist, 
Anne Elliot, “very much preferring the office of musician to a more active post, played country 
dances to them by the hour together.”37 Similarly, Sancho wrote to Mrs H— on 17 June 1779 
about a piece that he had sent or given to her “good partner.” Sancho asked Mrs H— to “tell him, 
I think I have a right to trouble him with my musical nonsense.—I wish it better for my own 
sake—bad as it is, I know he will not despise it, because he has more good-nature.”38 
Sancho’s friends not only celebrated the “friendly composer” persona he cultivated: in 
fact, sometimes they linked it to an antiracist argument. Anthony Highmore Jr.’s “Epistle to Mr. 
 
36 Letter from Ignatius Sancho to Margaret Cocksedge, 5 November 1777, in Letters of the Late Ignatius Sancho, ed. 
Carretta, 160. 
 
37 Jane Austen, Persuasion, in The Novels of Jane Austen, ed. R. W. Chapman, 3rd rev. ed., vol. 5: Northanger Abbey 
and Persuasion (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1933), 47. 
 




J. H—, on the Death of his justly Lamented Friend, Ignatius Sancho” (ca. 1782) is a good 
example of this.39 Highmore was an abolitionist in the circle of the well-known antislavery 
activist Granville Sharp (1735-1813). His poem positions Sancho as a model of virtue, learning, 
industry, and friendship, especially for those “[w]ho judge complexion ere they look for sense, / 
And count the heart an atmosphere too dense.”40 Details of Sancho’s music-making are used to 
show what a good friend Sancho was: “Oft-times, to recreate Life’s airy trance, / He plann’d the 
spirit of the tuneful dance.”41 Highmore even provides an explanatory note for this line: 
His fancy, which at all times was awake to the liveliest sallies of wit and humour, and 
conversant with music in its happiest branches, spontaneously produced, at moments of 
recreation, the most cheerful compositions for inspiring mirth and good humour in the 
dance; which have already been given to the world for their amusement.42 
 
All this wit, mirth, and humor may seem to be unrelated to the serious problems of racism and 
slavery. In fact, however, Sancho’s fluency in the social practices of amateur music-making flew 
in the face of racist stereotypes. An account of a white American’s visit to Sancho’s home a few 
years after his death will help to illustrate the stereotypes Sancho was working against as he 
composed. 
The polite music-making of Sancho’s family caused great confusion for Elkanah Watson 
(1758-1842), an American tourist who visited London in 1784.43 Watson had encountered 
 
39 Anthony Highmore, Jr., “Epistle to Mr. J. H—, on the Death of his justly Lamented Friend, Ignatius Sancho,” in 
John Nichols, Select Collection of Poems. With Notes, Biographical and Historical (London, 1780-1782), in Letters 
of the Late Ignatius Sancho, ed. Carretta, 340-342. 
 
40 Highmore, Jr., “Epistle to Mr. J. H—,” in Letters of the Late Ignatius Sancho, ed. Carretta, 341, lines 53-54. 
 
41 Highmore, Jr., “Epistle to Mr. J. H—,” in Letters of the Late Ignatius Sancho, ed. Carretta, 340, lines 19-20. 
 
42 Highmore, Jr., “Epistle to Mr. J. H—,” in Letters of the Late Ignatius Sancho, ed. Carretta, 342, note to L. 26 He 
plann’d the spirit, &c. 
 
43 Winslow C. Watson, ed., Men and Times of the Revolution; or, Memoirs of Elkanah Watson, Including Journals 
of Travels in Europe and America, from 1777 to 1842, with his Correspondence with Public Men and Reminiscences 




Sancho’s Letters when visiting the home of William Sharp, the brother of Granville Sharp. 
Unlike the Sharps, Watson was not an ardent abolitionist. Although he later made his money 
from banking and agriculture, he had had his start in business as an apprentice to John Brown, 
who carried out a major slave-trading business from Providence, Rhode Island.44 Watson’s 
mocking description of an evening spent in the company of Granville Sharp suggests that he had 
not converted to abolitionism in the years since his apprenticeship. He quipped that he was “in a 
manner, enchained, for several hours, by this noble enthusiast in the cause of African 
emancipation and colonization. His ardor was so intense that I could not extricate myself from 
the outpourings of his devoted zeal.”45 While he did not enjoy Sharp’s lengthy discussion of 
slavery, Watson must not have been entirely opposed to Sharp’s ideas: he made good on his 
promise to deliver a bundle of Sharp’s abolitionist publications to George Washington when he 
returned to the United States.46  
In any case, Watson found himself “riveted” by Sancho’s Letters.47 He was so taken with 
Sancho’s depiction of his wife, Ann (1733-1817), that he decided to visit her grocer’s shop as a 
pretense for meeting her. Watson “purchased a few articles from her little shop” before 
introducing himself, “frankly confessing that [his] call was induced by sympathy and naked 
curiosity.”48 She showed him some of her late husband’s manuscript letters in a “neat back 
 
44 Jeremy Dupertuis Bangs, The Travels of Elkanah Watson: An American Businessman in the Revolutionary War, 
in 1780s Europe and in the Formative Decades of the United States (Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2015), 19; Finding 
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parlor,” where one of her daughters was playing the harpsichord. As he observed the scene 
before him, Watson paid close attention to the different complexions of the people he met. He 
described Ann as “a Mulatto,” and a man who performed with Ann’s daughter sang as “a white 
gentleman, in appearance.” This caveat suggests that Watson was trying to assess which men 
were white in more than just “appearance”—such as the “one or two other white persons” who 
entered the home later: 
I entered her dwelling with strong prepossessions in her favor, which were amply 
confirmed by her general appearance, the intelligence of her conversation, and her warm 
sensibilities. She showed the original letters of Sancho, written with a free and manly 
hand. Her tears flowed copiously in referring to her deceased husband. She conducted me 
to her family. Sancho was a jet black Negro, and she a Mulatto. One of the daughters, 
when we entered, was sitting at a harpsichord, and a white gentleman, in appearance, 
singing with her in concert. One or two other white persons came in, and we spent a 
pleasant hour in conversation, interspersed with singing and music, and yielded to the 
females the same respectful attention that we should have extended to white ladies.—
“And why not?” exclaims the philanthropist. The potent influence of prejudice cannot 
readily be subdued. A family of cultivated Africans, marked by elevated and refined 
feelings, was a spectacle I had never before witnessed.49 
 
Watson’s account of his visit to the Sanchos’ home provides important insight into the forms of 
prejudice that were prevalent in this period. He articulated that his astonishment stemmed from 
the fact that he did not expect Black people—females, especially—to engage in the type of 
sociable, domestic music-making that he was familiar with from visiting the homes of white 
people. The Sanchos’ interracial concert was marked with pleasant conversation, respectful 
attention, and refined feelings. Though Watson clearly struggled to “subdue” his prejudice, it 
seems that his experience of sociable music-making in the home of Black Britons at least made 
him recognize that he held unfair biases. He and others who shared his prejudice may have come 
to a similar conclusion had they known the musical compositions that highlighted Sancho’s 
 




persona as a friendly composer. By naming his dance pieces after his friends, their homes, and 
the sociable practices they engaged in while there, Sancho fashioned himself as a Black man who 
was fluent in friendly music-making practices.  
 
Sancho, the Tasteful Reader 
 Sancho used other titles to put forward an image of himself as a tasteful reader. Scholars 
are most familiar with Sancho’s vast knowledge of canonical British literature through the letters 
that were published after his death. Yet many of the pieces he published during his lifetime made 
clever references to the books and plays he had read. These titles positioned Sancho, “An 
African,” as a reader who had taste and who could recommend and teach others about good 
literature.  
 One author Sancho frequently recommended was Shakespeare. His first volume of 
Minuets, Cotillions & Country Dances included a lively A-major dance in 6/8 time called “The 
Merry Wives of Westminster.” Perhaps this title was Sancho’s way of using Shakespeare’s 
Merry Wives of Windsor to poke fun at the women married to Members of Parliament.50 His 
Collection of New Songs was a more sustained treatment of Shakespearean themes.51 For 
example, in “Take, O Take those Lips Away,” Sancho set to music the song that opens Act IV, 
Scene 1 of Measure for Measure. In “Thou soft-flowing Avon” and “Sweetest Bard,” Sancho 
chose to set poetic celebrations of the Bard from David Garrick’s Ode upon Dedicating a 
 
50 Sancho, “The Merry Wives of Westminster,” in Minuets, Cotillions & Country Dances, vol. 1, 8-9. 
 
51 Sancho, “Take, O Take those Lips Away,” in A Collection of New Songs, 2-3; Sancho, “Thou soft-flowing Avon,” 
in A Collection of New Songs, 4; Sancho, “Sweetest Bard,” in A Collection of New Songs, 6-7; See Wright, ed., 





Building and Erecting a Statue of Shakespeare at Stratford-on-Avon.52 Notably, all of these 
Shakespearean titles were published in volumes that emphasized Sancho’s African identity on 
the title page: they were proudly “Composed by An African.” 
By selecting his favorite passages from Shakespeare, moreover, Sancho presented 
himself as a teacher and a recommender of good literature. This was the way Anthony Highmore 
Jr. described him in his poetic “Epistle to Mr. J. H—, on the Death of his justly Lamented 
Friend, Ignatius Sancho,” cited above. Highmore looked back on Sancho’s life as one that was lit 
up by “Fancy’s ray” as well as “sublimer beams, / That shone o’er Learning’s ever-copious 
streams.”53 He wrote that Sancho shared his literary knowledge with others: “Instruction flow’d 
endearing from his tongue, / While fond attention on his language hung!”54 Likewise, Sancho 
positioned himself in the role of the literature teacher in several letters to friends. For example, in 
a letter Sancho wrote to his younger friend, Jack Wingrave, he recommended a lengthy set of 
readings:  
Robertson’s Charles the 5th, 4 vols. 
Goldsmith’s History of Greece, 2 vols. 
Ditto, of Rome, 2 vols. 
Ditto, of England, 4 vols.  
Two small volumes of Sermons useful—and very sensible—by one Mr. Williams, a 
dissenting minister—which are as well as fifty—for I love not a multiplicity of 
doctrines—a few plan tenets—easy—simple—and directed to the heart—are better than 
volumes of controversial nonsense. —Spectators—Guardians—and Tatlers—you have of 
course. —Young’s Night-Thoughts—Milton—and Thomson’s Seasons were my summer 
companions—for near twenty years—they mended my heart—they improved my 
veneration to the Deity—and increased my love to my neighbors.55 
 
 
52 Kate Rumbold, “Shakespeare and the Stratford Jubilee,” in Shakespeare in the Eighteenth Century, ed. Fiona 
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Sancho chastised another friend, James Kisbee, for not reading the same Charles the 5th he had 
recommended to Wingrave:  
So you forgot all I said about Charles the 5th—well, you give your reasons—but when 
you have got through your sugar works—I hope you will give due attention to Robertson: 
—his first volume is the most learned, and the driest, yet absolutely necessary to be read 
with great attention—as it will—render the other much more easy—clear and intelligible 
make yourself—tolerably acquainted with the feudal system of Europe, which you will 
find explained in his first volume—the rest will amply reward you—I recommend you to 
make extracts upon the passages which strike you most—it will be of infinite use to 
you—as I trust you will find it as much a history of Europe during two centuries, as of 
Charles the 5th. —After all—I shall fume and scold if you do not read this work—and 
abuse you, if you do not relish it.56 
 
Here, Sancho positioned himself as a teacher. He even explained how Kisbee should go about 
reading Charles the 5th, by making “extracts upon the passages which strike you most.” 
Likewise, in selecting Shakespearean titles and poems for his musical compositions, Sancho was 
able to both show off his intimate knowledge of Shakespeare and recommend these works to the 
bibliophiles who bought his musical publications. 
 The newly discovered volume of Cotillions &c. (ca. 1775) provides further evidence that 
Sancho used his music to position himself as a tasteful reader. The titles he chose for the tunes in 
this volume made many references to the works of his friend and favorite author, Laurence 
Sterne. Unlike the Shakespearean references in the Collection of New Songs, which Sancho 
clearly labeled (e.g. “The Words from Measure for Measure Act 4th Scene 1st”), only some of the 
Sternean references would be obvious to a casual reader of Sterne. Three of the titles are clear 
nods to places and characters from Sterne’s extremely popular novel, Tristram Shandy. “Shandy 
Hall” is the name of the homestead of the title character; “Corporal Trim” and “The Widow 
Wadman” are the names of supporting characters in this comic novel whose storylines are 
 





centered on Sancho’s favorite character, Tristram’s Uncle Toby. The unmistakable references to 
Tristram Shandy invite consumers of the music book to search for Sternean interpretations of the 
other pieces as well. Sancho’s web of Sternean references was part of his self-fashioning as a 
teacher of literature: he created a lesson in how to closely read Sterne’s works. 
Table 1.2 outlines the references to Sterne I have found in Sancho’s Cotillions &c. I also 
include the references to sociable practices when relevant and indicate whether these titles 
fashioned Sancho as a tasteful reader, friendly composer, and/or antislavery activist. 
Table 1.2. Sancho’s Self-Presentation as a Tasteful Reader in the Titles of his Cotillions &c.  
 Sancho’s Title Sternean Reference 
 
Composer Persona 
1 Minuet   
2 “Vive le Roy” A Sentimental Journey Tasteful Reader 
3 “The Feathers” Tristram Shandy Tasteful Reader,  
Antislavery Activist 
4 “Shandy Hall” Tristram Shandy Tasteful Reader 
5 “L’Bon Ton” A Sentimental Journey Tasteful Reader 
6 “The Sampler”   
7 “Bullstrode 
House” 
Home of the Dukes of Portland Friendly Composer 
8 “Les Egarments 
du Coeur” 
A Sentimental Journey Tasteful Reader 
9 “Ne Craignez 
Rien” 
A Sentimental Journey Tasteful Reader 
10 “Trip to Barton” Home of Sir Charles Bunbury, subscriber to 
the Letters who married Sancho’s 




Home of Elizabeth, Duchess of Buccleuch, 




Sancho’s brother-in-law, Johnny Osborne, 
lived in Fornham 
Friendly Composer 
13 “The Rustic”   
14 “Corporal Trim” Tristram Shandy Tasteful Reader 
15 “The Monk” A Sentimental Journey Tasteful Reader 
16 “Sultana”   
17 “Tant pis,” A Sentimental Journey Tasteful Reader 
18 “The Widow 
Wadman” 
Tristram Shandy Tasteful Reader 
19 “Tant mieux.” A Sentimental Journey Tasteful Reader 
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20 “The Montem” An ancient mound where there were festivals 
held by Eton College  
 
21 “The Repartee” Tristram Shandy Friendly Composer,  
Tasteful Reader 
22 “Vive la Reine”   
23 “The Runaway” A Sentimental Journey Tasteful Reader, 
Antislavery Activist 
24 Hornpipe   
 
Several dances in Cotillions &c. seem to refer to characters and phrases used in Sterne’s 
A Sentimental Journey through France and Italy By Mr. Yorick (1768). For example, “The 
Monk” may allude to a character from the beginning of the first volume of this novel. In Calais, 
Yorick encounters a monk who begs money of him, but Yorick is determined not to give any 
money to the monk. In the course of explaining his reasoning, he insults the monk, saying that in 
choosing the objects of charity, 
we distinguish, my good Father! betwixt those who wish only to eat the bread of those of 
their own labour—and those who eat the bread of other people’s, and have no other plan 
in life, but to get through it in sloth and ignorance, for the love of God.57  
 
Yorick immediately regrets his words, especially since he suspects the monk has told a pretty 
young lady about his rude behavior. Eventually, he makes it up to the monk—who, as it turns 
out, has not taken offense—by gifting the monk his snuff-box. In the course of telling this story, 
Yorick also mentions the term “bon ton”—another title from Sancho’s Cotillions &c.58 He uses 
the term to describe the manner in which he would like to address the young lady whom he 
suspects dislikes him because of the way he treated the monk. 
 
57 Laurence Sterne, A Sentimental Journey through France and Italy, by Mr. Yorick, vol. 1 (London: T. Becket, 
1768), 16-17. 
 




Sancho names the eighth tune in the book “Les Egarments du Coeur.” While this title is a 
clear reference to Les Égarements du Coeur et de l’esprit (1736-38), a novel by Claude Prosper 
Jolyot de Crébillon, it may also function as an allusion to A Sentimental Journey. In “The Fille 
de Chambre,” a story in A Sentimental Journey, Yorick enters a bookshop in Paris, determined to 
buy a set of Shakespeare’s works. These are not available, however. The only books by 
Shakespeare in the shop have been claimed by the Count de B****. Yorick plans to buy 
something else instead but gets distracted by a pretty young lady’s maid who enters the shop to 
purchase Les Égarements du Coeur et de l’esprit.59 Yorick gives her some money and they walk 
together for a time, arm in arm. After a sentimental exchange between the two characters, Yorick 
feels “the conviction of consanguinity so strongly” and wonders if they are family relations.60 As 
Corinne Fourny has pointed out, Sterne’s reference to Les Égarements du Coeur et de l’esprit is 
one of only three explicit intertextual references in his novel, so it may be that recent readers 
would have remembered the significance of this book in A Sentimental Journey.61 Furthermore, 
fans of both Sterne and Sancho may have recalled Yorick’s desire for a set of Shakespeare’s 
works when reading Sancho’s title, “Ne Craignez Rien” (“do not fear”). These words are spoken 
by that lover of English books, the Count de B****, after Yorick decides to call on him.62 
Three other French titles from Cotillions &c. can be found in the story of “Montreuil” in 
A Sentimental Journey. Yorick is embarrassed when he is corrected for mistakenly using the 
 
59 Laurence Sterne, A Sentimental Journey through France and Italy, by Mr. Yorick, vol. 2 (London: T. Becket, 
1768), 1-11.  
 
60 Sterne, A Sentimental Journey, vol. 2, 10. 
 
61 Corinne Fourny, “Intersecting Discourses: the Interaction of the Libertine and the Sentimental Discourse in Mid-
Eighteenth Century French and English Novels” (PhD diss., University of Nottingham, 2004), 14-21. The other two 
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phrase “tant pis” (“so much the worse”) instead of “tant mieux” (“so much the better”).63 He 
goes on to recommend that any foreign visitor to Paris “set himself right in the use of them” 
before arriving, as these terms are “two of the great hinges in French conversation.”64 Later 
while traveling in the same city, Yorick gives money to an old soldier who responds, “Vive le 
Roi!” (“long live the king”).65 This is yet another title of a tune in Sancho’s music book.  
Taken singly, none of these references to Sterne may have jumped out at a reader. But 
together, they encourage creative thinking about the possible meanings and connections between 
the pieces. In Cotillions, &c., Sancho presented himself not only as a reader of good taste but 
also as a teacher who could set up a lesson in reading these novels closely. Significantly, he 
chose to highlight the works of Sterne, a popular author who was known to abhor slavery. 
 
Sancho, the Antislavery Activist 
Two final Sternean references I have found in Cotillions &c.—“The Runaway” and “The 
Feathers”—additionally serve as subtle reminders of the problem of slavery. I will address these 
references in the following section, along with a discussion of Sancho’s better-known allusion to 
slavery in a piece from Twelve Country Dances called “Mungo’s Delight.” Each of these titles, I 
argue, added an antislavery layer to Sancho’s self-fashioning as a friendly, African composer 
who possessed good taste in literature. These pieces called on the musicians who understood the 
references to spend time contemplating the problem of slavery.   
 
63 Sterne, A Sentimental Journey, vol. 1, 56-57. 
 
64 Sterne, A Sentimental Journey, vol. 1, 57. 
 




The second-to-last tune in Cotillions &c.—and the last tune with a clever title—is called 
“The Runaway.” Given the Sternean orientation of this music book, it is possible that Sancho 
was using this title to call to mind a passage in A Sentimental Journey in which a bidet (that is, a 
small horse) refuses to continue on from Montreuil because he encounters a dead ass on the 
road.66 Yorick describes the comical scene in which the character, La Fleur, attempts to get the 
pony to move forward, ending with the bidet running away. At the same time, I suggest that the 
title of “The Runaway” also served to bring to mind the problem of slavery.  
According to Joseph Jekyll’s biography of Sancho, which Frances Crewe included at the 
start of her edition of Sancho’s Letters, Sancho had once been a runaway himself.67 As a young 
man, he ran away from three unmarried women in Greenwich who had enslaved him. Therefore, 
Sancho’s title could be a reference to his personal history with slavery. The title may have 
simultaneously been an allusion to the current discussions surrounding the legal status of 
runaway slaves in England.68 The 1760s and 1770s saw a number of high-profile legal cases on 
behalf of self-emancipated Black people in England, such as Jonathan Strong and James 
Somerset, who were recaptured and in danger of being sold (back) into slavery in the colonies.69 
 
66 Sterne, A Sentimental Journey, vol. 1, 71-72. 
 
67 Jekyll, “The Life of Ignatius Sancho,” in Letters of the Late Ignatius Sancho, ed. Carretta, 49-56; Brycchan Carey, 
“‘The extraordinary Negro’: Ignatius Sancho, Joseph Jekyll, and the Problem of Biography,” British Journal for 
Eighteenth-Century Studies 26 (2003): 1-14. 
 
68 Brown, Moral Capital, 259, 283, 290; See also Stephen Mullen, Nelson Mundell and Simon P. Newman, “Black 
Runaways in Eighteenth-Century Britain,” in Britain’s Black Past, ed. Gretchen H. Gerzina (Liverpool: Liverpool 
University Press, 2020), 81-98. 
 
69 Prince Hoare, Memoirs of Granville Sharp Esq. Composed from his own Manuscripts, and other Authentic 
Documents in the Possession of his Family and of the African Institution, by Prince Hoare, with Observations on 
Mr. Sharp’s Biblical Criticisms, by the Right Rev. the Lord Bishop of St. David’s (London: Henry Colburn, 1820), 
31-37, 47-48, 52-60, 69-72, 83-92; James Oldham, “New Light on Mansfield and Slavery,” Journal of British 
Studies 27 (1988): 45-68; Gretchen Holbrook Gerzina, Black London: Life before Emancipation (Hanover, NH: 
Dartmouth College Library, 1995), 90-132; See also Katherine Paugh, “The Curious Case of Mary Hylas: Wives, 




Somerset’s case in particular brought about a landmark ruling in 1772 that was widely 
understood by Black Britons and their white allies to mean that slavery was illegal in England. 
While the ruling itself was considerably less progressive than this interpretation—Lord Chief 
Justice Mansfield had ruled only that Somerset could not be forcibly removed from the country 
and sold into slavery and did not comment on his current status as a slave—it was nevertheless 
an important decision that brought runaways into the limelight. Did Sancho’s title of “The 
Runaway” reference the current importance of runaway slaves as symbols of slave resistance? I 
believe that Sancho used this title to hint subtly at his antislavery position without speaking it 
outright. 
In a similarly indirect manner, Sancho named the third dance in this same volume “The 
Feathers,” a title for which there is a persuasive connection to antislavery critique. For in the 
story of the “friendless poor negro-girl” that Sterne had promised Sancho he would publish in his 
next volume of Tristram Shandy, feathers are a key symbol of Black humanity. In the ninth 
volume of Tristram Shandy, Chapter 6, Trim, a servant, tells Uncle Toby, his employer, the story 
of his brother Tom, who had been imprisoned as part of the Inquisition in Lisbon because he had 
married the widow of a Jewish man. When Tom went to court the widow at her shop, he 
encountered a Black girl swatting flies with feathers: 
When Tom…got to the shop, there was nobody in it, but a poor negro girl, with a bunch 
of white feathers slightly tied to the end of a long cane, flapping away flies—not killing 
them.—’Tis a pretty picture! said my uncle Toby—she had suffered persecution, Trim, 
and had learnt mercy— 
 
—She was good, an’ please your honour, from nature as well as from hardships; and 
there are circumstances in the story of that poor friendless slut [a hard-working girl, not 
an immoral one] that would melt a heart of stone, said Trim…70  
 
70 Laurence Sterne, The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman, vol. 9, in Letters of the Late Ignatius 
Sancho, ed. Carretta, 313. Carretta’s note in brackets. Literary criticism of Sterne’s metaphorical treatment of 




Trim and Toby then proceed to discuss the humanity and treatment of Black people. Toby 
teaches his inquisitive servant, Trim, that Black people do indeed have souls. Over the course of 
the dialogue, Trim comes to understand the injustice of treating Black women differently from 
white women. Given the many Sternean references in Sancho’s collection, it seems very likely 
that his title of “The Feathers” serves as a reminder to treat others kindly—especially those who 
cannot defend themselves. Sancho seems to be signaling his appreciation of the antislavery 
message of his friend’s story and perhaps claiming some credit for encouraging Sterne to publish 
a story about slavery.  
A final example of Sancho using his titles to make subtle reminders of the problem of 
slavery can be found in Twelve Country Dances for the Year 1779. The last piece in this volume 
is called “Mungo’s Delight”—a clear reference to Mungo, a character from Charles Dibdin and 
Isaac Bickerstaffe’s two-act opera, The Padlock (1768). The plot of this opera revolves around 
the people living and working in the home of Don Diego, a lecherous old man who wishes to 
marry his young and beautiful ward. Diego’s manservant, Mungo, is Black and enslaved; the 
white composer-performer, Charles Dibdin, created this role and performed him in blackface. 
Mungo’s characterization reflects contemporary ambivalence about the problems of slavery and 
racism in the late 1760s.71 He is a low, comic character and his lines, delivered in West Indian 
 
Punishment,” in Spectacular Suffering: Witnessing Slavery in the Eighteenth-Century Atlantic (Charlottesville, VA: 
University of Virginia Press, 2016), 84-108; Haschemi Yekani, “Digressions: Sancho and Sterne,” 164 n39. 
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score. See Felicity Nussbaum, “‘Mungo Here, Mungo There’: Charles Dibdin and Racial Performance,” in Charles 
Dibdin and Late Georgian Culture, eds. Oskar Cox Jensen, David Kennerley, and Ian Newman (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2018), 23-42; Dorothy Couchman, “‘Mungo Everywhere’: How Anglophones Heard Chattel 
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dialect, perpetuate stereotypes of laziness, drunkenness, and instinctual musicality among 
enslaved Africans. At the same time, he is a clever and likeable character in the opera and has 
two arias in which he speaks back against the harsh treatment he receives as a slave of Don 
Diego. Since “Mungo’s Delight” drew attention to slavery by referring to a musical stage 
character—unlike “The Runaway” and “The Feathers,” which alluded to current events and 
literature, respectively—a brief study of these arias will provide insight into the musical level of 
Sancho’s allusion to this character.  
In Mungo’s first aria, “Dear Heart” (see Appendix, Figures 1a-1b, p. 274), the character 
complains about the physical and emotional struggles he has to endure as Don Diego’s slave. His 
line about being pulled in all directions—“Mungo here, Mungo there, Mungo ev’rywhere”—
became his tagline, which was often used in visual depictions of Mungo.72 The aria is a study in 
contrasts, beginning with the opening phrase. In the first four measures, Dibdin’s melody cannot 
seem to make up its mind about its register or dynamics. The melodic descent from D down to G 
unfolds by way of small steps as well as large leaps of an octave or greater. The dynamics stress 
these registral shifts through extreme contrasts between forte and piano; the forte notes in the 
lower register are slurred for added emphasis. The rest of the aria continues on from this 
tumultuous beginning. Even though the song observes certain tonal conventions—for example, 
the opening music on returns in the tonic (with “Oh oh” substituting for “Dear heart”) and a 
phrase first heard in the dominant minor (“I wish to my heart I was dead”) returns in the tonic 
 
1760-1800,” Huntington Library Quarterly 56, no. 1 (1993): 1-14; Hans Nathan, “Negro Impersonation in 
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minor—the modal and topical contrasts unfold unpredictably. Mungo fluctuates between 
complaining about the specifics of his enslavement—he is treated worse than a dog would be, the 
man who claims to own him takes pleasure in his pain, and he is overworked—and expressions 
of suicidal thoughts. Dibdin sets Mungo’s complaints about his treatment (“Dear heart, what a 
terrible life am I led,” “A dog has a better,” “Night and day ‘tis the same, my Pain is their 
game”) with melodies in the major mode with rapid, syllabic singing. The melody for the 
suicidal thoughts (“I wish to my heart I was dead”) uses longer note values and the minor mode. 
Mungo’s tagline about being overworked (“Mungo here Mungo there Mungo ev’rywhere, / 
Above and below, Sirrah come, Sirrah go”) combines these two musical features: it uses shorter 
note values and minor sonorities. Dibdin highlights this famous phrase with a memorable 
trumpet fanfare figure played in unison. The result of these musical features is an aria that 
unfolds unpredictably, switching frequently between different musical modes and affects. 
In Mungo’s second aria, “Let me when my heart a sinking” (see Appendix, Figure 2a-
2c, pp. 275-276), the character sings about his love of music, which he uses to distract himself 
from thinking about his depression. Unlike his first aria, this one unfolds in a more linear fashion 
and is more unified in terms of melody, harmony, and affect. Dibdin cleverly gets the orchestra 
involved in soothing Mungo through sound. A pizzicato string line in mm. 19-22, for example, 
offers the sound of the clinking guitar that Mungo loves so well. An upper-register melody, 
surely played by the flautist in the orchestra, answers Mungo’s call for the “toot toot toot of the 
merry flute” in mm. 37-38. After this, a “tasto solo” marking in mm. 39-42 indicates that the 
keyboardist should not fill out the chords, creating the sound of a drum. This drum solo is 
answered by a drum roll effect in mm. 43-46. As Roxann Wheeler points out, though this aria’s 
text is much lighter than his first one, it concludes with an ominous line about Mungo’s wish for 
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his master’s death: “We dance and we sing, / Til we make the house ring, / And tied in his 
garters, / Old massa may swing” (mm. 52-61, 100-109).73 
Although the “delight” in the title of “Mungo’s Delight” could refer to the celebratory 
text of this second aria, as Josephine Wright has suggested, I hear in Sancho’s piece (see 
Appendix, Figure 3, p. 276) much stronger musical allusions to the first aria, “Dear Heart” (see 
Appendix, Figures 1a-1b, p. 274).74 Sancho’s short dance piece is written in 6/8 time and in an 
AABB form. The A section moves from a four-measure phrase in G minor to a consequent 
phrase in B-flat major. Depending on the number of couples who came out to the floor to dance 
the sixteen-bar choreography of “Mungo’s Delight,” a performance of this piece may have made 
the shift in keys many times. This recalls the frequent shifts from minor to major in “Dear 
Heart.” Moreover, Sancho’s tune opens with a series of extremely large melodic leaps, which 
recall those initial leaps in Mungo’s first aria. Overall, the modal shifts and the disjunct melody 
make this piece feel unsettled—the very quality that makes Mungo’s aria about his life as a slave 
so heart-wrenching. I therefore believe that Sancho used these musical features to bring this 
aria—and Mungo’s plight—to mind. 
Sancho clearly wanted the people who purchased Twelve Country Dances to take notice 
of “Mungo’s Delight.” He placed it at the very end of the volume and further marked it as special 
by using a minor key for the first and only time in the volume. But exactly what were consumers 
supposed to notice? I suspect that Sancho would have been amused by the idea that the 
purchasers of his music would have been left wondering about the meaning of his suggestively 
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titled piece: this was similar to the way that he left his correspondents guessing about his playful 
use of dashes. Josephine Wright sees the use of Mungo’s name as a reference to Sancho himself, 
writing that he “could not resist putting himself in the picture.”75 She notes that Sancho may 
have had experience playing the role “during his brief career as an actor.” Although The Padlock 
premiered after Sancho would have been trying for a professional acting career in the 1750s and 
early 1760s, Sancho certainly may have sung the role of Mungo in private theatricals or while 
playing through Dibdin’s score in his home.76 Indeed, my analysis of the music of “Mungo’s 
Delight” suggests he knew the music very well. Moreover, Sancho, who loved to make jokes at 
his own expense in his letters, might have seen some similarities that he found amusing between 
himself, a clever and funny Black man who had worked for many years as a domestic servant, 
and Mungo, a clever and funny Black servant character on the stage. At the same time, using the 
name Mungo could signal his antislavery stance: Mungo clearly voiced complaints about the 
drudgeries and unfairness of slavery throughout The Padlock.  
Alternatively, and/or at the same time—Sancho loved a double meaning—the title might 
have been an ironic reference to stereotypes about Black men. As Gretchen H. Gerzina has 
noted, Mungo’s name “rapidly became slang for ‘black man’” as a result of the opera’s great 
popularity.77 By calling the tune “Mungo’s Delight” rather than “Sancho’s Delight,” Sancho may 
have been alluding to the assumption that, because of his race and gender, he would conform to 
stereotypes about “Mungos,” or Black men. Calling himself Mungo in this instance would have 
had a similar effect to a sarcastic comment about Black men that he wrote in a letter to his friend, 
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John Meheux: “from Othello to Sancho the big—we are either foolish—or mulish—all—all 
without a single exception.”78  
 
Conclusion 
Like “The Runaway” and “The Feathers,” any antislavery commentary Sancho made 
through “Mungo’s Delight” left much room for alternative interpretations in sociable settings. In 
order to notice the potential antislavery statement in these pieces in the first place, the people 
who purchased this music had to be aware of contemporary antislavery debates and had to know 
creative works by Sterne, Bickerstaffe, and Dibdin quite well. Nevertheless, once they 
recognized the references to runaway slaves, the “friendless poor negro-girl” from Tristram 
Shandy, and Mungo from The Padlock, musicians playing or dancing to these pieces would be 
reminded to think about the problem of slavery. They might do as Sancho had asked Sterne to do 
back in 1766: “give half an hours attention to slavery (as it is at this day undergone in the West 
Indies).”79  
They might also reflect on the relationship between the composer and his ability to make 
clever references to sociable practices and important British literature. By publishing under the 
name “An African,” Sancho implicitly asked the people who purchased his music books to 
consider him to be a representative of his people. Just as he had asked Sterne to do so, he invited 
his audience to “think in me, you behold the uplifted hands of Millions of my moorish 
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brethren.”80 This was an important move to make in the 1760s and 1770s. Though Sancho had 
many supporters in his creative pursuits during and after his lifetime, there were also many who 
shared the deep-seated beliefs that Elkanah Watson struggled to ignore during his visit to the 
Sancho family home. Sancho’s clever titles were therefore an important way that the composer 
and letter-writer could push back against unfair prejudices and prove people like Watson wrong.  
In the years after Sancho’s death, this indirect approach to using music as an antislavery 
political tool continued. There were several Black composers whose music likewise came to 
represent African ability. Additionally, there were plenty of operas composed by white Britons 
that presented mixed messages about slavery and racial difference. There were also instrumental 
pieces with suggestive titles like “The Flying African” and “Negro Dance.”81 But a key shift 
occurred with the formation of the Society for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade in 
1787. Once this society began promoting abolitionism among the British public, more and more 
composers took a direct approach to musical abolitionism. They set to music poems that were 
clearly written with a view to advancing the abolitionist cause. Two of the most popular of these 
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Chapter 2. Circulating Abolitionism through Song: Poetry, Politics, and 
Music in 1780s Britain 
 
Early in 1788, in the midst of a widespread anti-slave-trade petition campaign all across 
Britain, two separate social gatherings resulted in plans to use music for the circulation of 
abolitionist poetry. In the major slave-trading port of Liverpool, a circle of abolitionists including 
Dr. James Currie (1756-1805) and William Roscoe (1753-1831) discussed the merits of creating 
a song. As Currie described it: 
One evening in company with a few friends, men of genius, I mentioned that the African 
trade, so much the subject of general discussion, afforded a good subject for a song; and 
that a good song might be no bad succor to the general cause of humanity and virtue.1 
 
That night, Currie and Roscoe both completed drafts of the poem which, after much editing by 
Currie, eventually became “The African.” They commissioned Charles Dibdin, the composer of 
The Padlock (1768) and the creator of the role of Mungo, to set this poem to music. Meanwhile 
in London, a completely separate social circle came up with a similar plan while at the home of 
Lady Balgonie (1757-1818), the sister of Henry Thornton (1760-1815), who was himself a very 
close friend of the abolitionist Member of Parliament, William Wilberforce (1759-1833). Lady 
Balgonie wrote to John Newton (1725-1807), requesting that Newton’s friend William Cowper 
(1731-1800) produce new ballads for the cause. She wrote: 
We had some Gentlemen employed about the abolition of the Slave-trade with us the 
other day, they are very desirous of some good Ballads to be sung about the streets on 
that subject, which they mean to print and distribute, and think they might be of use to the 
cause. If you think Mr. Cowper could by your means be prevailed on to do this for them, 
they would be extremely obliged to him, and nobody could do it so well.2 
 
 
1 Letter from James Currie to Admiral Sir Graham Moore, 23 March 1788, Liverpool Archives, 920 CUR 108. 
 
2 Letter from Lady Balgonie to John Newton, quoted in a letter from William Cowper to Lady Hesketh, 21 March 
1788, in The Letters and Prose Writings of William Cowper, eds. James King and Charles Ryskamp, Vol. 3, Letters 
1787-1791 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1982), 130-131. 
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Cowper assisted the abolitionists by writing several ballads, of which “The Negro’s Complaint” 
set to the tune of “Admiral Hosier’s Ghost” was the most popular. 
This chapter takes the creation and dissemination of these poems as case studies that 
highlight the role of musicians in circulating anti-slave-trade ideas through song. Part 1 addresses 
Currie and Roscoe’s poem, “The African,” and Part 2 deals with Cowper’s poem, “The Negro’s 
Complaint.” In the first part of the chapter, I analyze two letters Currie wrote about the 
conception of “The African,” which provide a contemporary, optimistic view of music’s political 
potential in 1788. The letters reveal Currie’s assumptions about the process by which 
professional and amateur musicians might circulate the poem. From the letters, I have extracted 
what I call “Dr. Currie’s Six Steps to Circulating Abolitionism through Song,” a process which 
begins with the composition of an antislavery poem and concludes when this poem achieves 
popularity in a musical format, particularly among female amateur musicians. The second part of 
the chapter uses “Dr. Currie’s Six Steps to Circulating Abolitionism through Song” as a lens 
through which to view the popularity of William Cowper’s poem, “The Negro’s Complaint,” in 
musical formats. Unlike Currie, Cowper was much more skeptical about the political utility of 
abolitionist song. His letters show that he assumed that his poem would be sung as a ballad 
“about the streets,” per Lady Balgonie’s request, but that he did not conceive of composers, 
performers, or female amateurs as potential circulators of his poem. Yet the overwhelming 
success of Cowper’s poem in song validates Currie’s assumptions about the key role of 
musicians¾and female amateur musicians in particular¾in the distribution of abolitionist 
poetry. Unlike Currie and Roscoe’s poem, which was set to music only twice, Cowper’s poem 
was used in nine musical settings by the year 1815. Of these, one female-composed setting in 
particular, published by “A Female Correspondent – An Amateur” in The Lady’s Magazine in 
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1793, encapsulates the importance of women in the musical circulation of abolitionism. The 
composer, whom I identify as Miss Greenwood, published her song in a widely circulated 
magazine and influenced other settings of the same poem.  
Both parts of the chapter work together to make two central claims, with Part 1 providing 
theoretical evidence from Currie’s letters and Part 2 providing practical evidence from the 
reception history of Cowper’s poem. First, I claim that the processes by which songs were 
circulated in late eighteenth-century Britain could be harnessed for the antislavery cause. Second, 
I argue that as the primary collectors and performers of piano-vocal scores in this period, female 
amateur musicians were crucial to the process of circulating abolitionist song. Thus, the chapter 
uses musicological evidence to more fully answer the who and the how of the British abolition 
movement of the late eighteenth century, shedding light on an entirely new set of antislavery 
actors and the musical mechanisms by which they spread political ideas. 
 
PART 1: Dr. Currie’s Six Steps to Circulating Abolitionism through Song 
 
In March of 1788, the Liverpool-based physician and abolitionist, Dr. James Currie, 
entered into a correspondence with his friend Admiral Sir Graham Moore in London about “The 
African,” an antislavery poem.3 In the first, short letter, dated 16 March 1788, Currie asked 
Moore to submit “The African” to a popular London newspaper.4 He indicated that the poem had 
 
3 Both sides of the Currie-Moore correspondence are held at the Liverpool Archives, 920 CUR 106-109. Currie’s 
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Physicians, Edinburgh, London Medical Society, &c. &c, 2 vols. (London: Longman, Rees, Orme, Brown, and 
Green, 1831), 129-137. Throughout this chapter I refer to the originals that I consulted at the Liverpool Archives. 
 
4 In this first letter, he titled the poem “The Negroe’s Complaint,” but to avoid confusion with Cowper’s poem (also 




already been set to music but that he hoped it would be set by even more composers after the 
poem was circulated in print. At this point, Currie kept the authorship of the poem a secret and 
requested Moore to preserve its anonymity by submitting the poem to the newspaper in his own 
handwriting. After receiving Moore’s response, which confirmed that Moore had submitted the 
poem to the London newspaper, as requested, Currie wrote a second, longer letter to his friend 
on 23 March 1788. In this letter, Currie first thanked his friend for his help in publishing the 
poem. He then identified the co-authors of “The African” as himself and his close friend, 
William Roscoe, a historian, banker, and later Member of Parliament for Liverpool.5 Currie 
asked Moore to continue to keep the poem’s authorship secret: although Roscoe was well known 
in Liverpool as an abolitionist and had authored an antislavery poem, “The Wrongs of Africa,” in 
1787, Currie felt that as the friend and physician to many slave traders based in Liverpool, he 
needed to keep his opposition to the slave trade a secret. Currie’s second letter described in detail 
the story of the poem’s creation and expressed his wish that once “The African” was set to 
music, it would make one small step towards the gradual abolition of the slave trade and slavery.  
Literary scholar Scott Krawczyk has highlighted the uncommon importance of these 
letters in providing “complete access…to the authorial site of production” in his article on Currie 
and Roscoe’s creative collaboration.6 My scholarship reveals that these letters provide an equally 
rare view of the political potential of the eighteenth-century British market for musical scores 
from the perspective of an outsider to the music profession. In my analysis of the letters, I read 
for Currie’s assumptions about how he could use aspects of the musical marketplace to 
 
5 For more on Roscoe, Currie, and their abolitionist circle, see Brian Howman, “Abolitionism in Liverpool,” in 
Liverpool and Transatlantic Slavery, ed. David Richardson, Suzanne Schwarz and Anthony Tibbles (Liverpool: 
Liverpool University Press, 2007), 277-296. 
 
6 Scott Krawczyk, “Mediating Abolition: The Collaborative Consciousness of Liverpool’s William Roscoe and 




disseminate his and Roscoe’s antislavery ideas. As Currie saw it, circulating an abolitionist song 
through musical channels required concrete action on the part of poets, who wrote the poem, 
commissioned a musical setting and printed the poem in newspapers, leading to potential action 
on the part of professional and amateur musicians. Currie hoped composers would read the 
published poem and write new musical settings, which would be performed by professional 
musicians in public, and by female amateur musicians in their homes. While the letters were only 
ever intended to explain Currie’s hopes and plans for the dissemination of his own poem in 
musical formats, I am distilling them into what I call “Dr. Currie’s Six Steps to Circulating 
Abolitionism through Song” as a contemporary process by which any poem could be 
disseminated in musical formats in eighteenth-century Britain. The six steps are as follows: 
Step One: The Poet Composes a Poem 
Step Two: The Poet Commissions a Song Setting 
Step Three: The Poet Arranges for the Poem’s Publication in London Newspapers 
Step Four: Composers Write New Musical Setting(s) 
Step Five: Professional Musicians Perform Song(s) 
Step Six: Women Practice the Song(s) in their Homes 
While we could apply these six steps to any type of song in this period, political or not, they fit 
particularly well with Currie’s gradualist approach to the abolition of slavery. Like Ignatius 
Sancho, who called on Laurence Sterne and the purchasers of his musical publications to spend 
time thinking about slavery, Currie wished for people to spend time discussing the issue.7 From 
Currie’s hopeful perspective in 1788—at the very start of organized antislavery in Britain—the 
abolition of the slave trade must occur if only there was enough “general discussion of the 
 




slavery of the negroes.”8 He hoped that song settings of “The African” would inspire such 
discussion, which would in turn lead, eventually, to abolition. Throughout Part 1, I parse Currie’s 
letters for each of the six steps and then contextualize these steps within Currie’s hopes for 
widespread discussion of the slave trade.  
 
Step One: The Poet Composes a Poem 
The first step Currie and Roscoe took to circulating abolitionism through song was to 
compose a suitable poem. In January 1788, they created a poem that was short enough to be 
easily made into a song and clear enough about its abolitionist intentions. I will first discuss the 
poem’s length and relationship to tropes in antislavery poetry and will address my dating of Step 
One at the end of this section.  
Currie’s letters reveal that the poets were already planning for musical circulation during 
Step One, as they edited their two texts into one unified poem. According to Currie’s letter to 
Moore, dated 23 March 1788, within a day after Currie suggested the idea of writing an 
abolitionist song, Currie and Roscoe each wrote a poem in different meters.9 Roscoe then 
combined the two poems into “a long poem of not less than eighty lines,” without altering the 
individual lines.10 After this, Currie “curtailed, new-arranged & altered it to the state you see.”11 
Currie in particular was sensitive to the length of the text: as the editor of the eighty-line rough 
draft that combined the two writers’ ideas, he found himself “under the necessity of rejecting a 
 
8 Letter from James Currie to Admiral Sir Graham Moore, 23 March 1788, Liverpool Archives, 920 CUR 108. 
 
9 Letter from James Currie to Admiral Sir Graham Moore, 23 March 1788, Liverpool Archives, 920 CUR 108. 
 
10 Letter from James Currie to Admiral Sir Graham Moore, 23 March 1788, Liverpool Archives, 920 CUR 108. 
 




great deal, merely for the sake of confining the whole to the length of a song.”12 Elsewhere in his 
second letter, Currie referred to “the necessity of [the poem] being short” and in his first letter, 
he described the number of stanzas as being “enough for a song.”13 Based on the finished 
product, the authors believed that “the length of a song” was around twelve four-line stanzas.  
In addition to creating a short poem, the authors worked to create a politically relevant 
one that both tugged at the heartstrings and revealed the inhumanity of the slave trade. Currie’s 
first draft of the poem was more focused on conveying details about the slave trade and Roscoe’s 
was more focused on creating a love story.14 After the two rounds of revision, they came up with 
a poem about an enslaved African named Maraton who, standing on the deck of a slave ship, 
laments his forced departure from his beloved Adila. Towards the end of the poem, Maraton sees 
Adila’s ghost gliding over the ocean, who encourages him to hasten toward death. Finally, he 
jumps overboard to commit suicide. I quote their poem in full: 
Wide over the tremulous sea 
The moon spread her mantle of light; 
And the gale, gently dying away, 
Breath’d soft on the bosom of night. 
 
On the forecastle Maraton stood, 
And poured forth his sorrowful tale; 
His tears fell unseen in the flood, 
His sighs passed unheard on the gale. 
 
Ah, wretch! in wild anguish he cried, 
From country and liberty torn, — 
Ah, Maraton! would thou hadst died 
Ere o’er the salt waves thou wert borne! 
 
Thro’ the groves of Angola I strayed, 
 
12 Letter from James Currie to Admiral Sir Graham Moore, 23 March 1788, Liverpool Archives, 920 CUR 108. 
 
13 Letter from James Currie to Admiral Sir Graham Moore, 23 March 1788, Liverpool Archives, 920 CUR 108; 
Letter from James Currie to Admiral Sir Graham Moore, 16 March 1788, Liverpool Archives, 920 CUR 106. 
 




Love and hope made my bosom their home; 
There I talk’d with my favourite maid, 
Nor dreamt of the sorrow to come. 
 
From the thicket the man-hunter sprung, 
My cries echoed loud through the air; 
There was fury and wrath on his tongue, 
He was deaf to the shrieks of despair! 
 
Accursed be the merciless band, 
That his love could from Maraton tear; 
And blasted this impotent hand, 
That was severed from all I held dear. 
 
Flow ye tears — down my cheeks ever flow — 
Still let sleep from my eye-lids depart; 
And still may the arrow of woe 
Drink deep of the stream of my heart. 
 
But hark! on the silence of night 
My Adila’s accents I hear; 
And, mournful beneath the wan light, 
I see her loved image appear. 
 
Slow o’er the smooth ocean she glides, 
As the mist that hangs light on the wave;  
And fondly her lover she chides, 
That lingers so long from his grave! 
 
“O! Maraton, haste thee,” she cries; 
“Here, the reign of oppression is o’er; 
“The tyrant is robb’d of his prize, 
“And Adila sorrows no more.” 
 
Now, singing amidst the dim ray, 
Her form seems to fade on my view; 
O stay thee, my Adila, stay! — 
She beckons, and I must pursue. 
 
To-morrow, the white man in vain 
Shall proudly account me his slave; 
My shackles I plunge in the main, 
And rush to the realms of the brave.15 
 




Maraton’s tearfulness and sighs tap into the rhetoric of sensibility, which was often employed in 
late eighteenth-century literature to incite opposition to the slave trade.16 Moreover, his sighs are 
specifically caused by feelings commonly attributed to enslaved Africans in antislavery poetry 
and novels from this period: anguish at forced separation from family members and spouses, 
longing for an African homeland, and preference for death over slavery. Therefore, Currie and 
Roscoe created a poem that aligned well with contemporary antislavery literature’s focus on the 
emotional toll the slave trade took on captive Africans. 
Precisely when in 1788 did Currie and Roscoe collaborate on their poem? In his second 
letter to Moore, Currie mentions that the creation of “The African” took place “over three or four 
days at most,” but does not specify which days he means.17 Two clues hint at the probability that 
“The African” was written in January of 1788: the poem’s original title and a reference to this 
title in the diary of a friend in the Currie-Roscoe circle. To address the first clue: the title of the 
poem appended to Currie’s letter of 16 March 1788 was actually “The Negro’s Complaint,” not 
“The African.”18 I have avoided mentioning this detail so far, since I will spend the second part 
of this chapter discussing a far more famous poem by William Cowper, which was also titled 
“The Negro’s Complaint.” Moore responded to Currie’s request on 20 March 1788 by informing 
his friend that he “took the liberty of giving the Poem the title of the African,” and this is the title 
 
16 Lynn Festa, Sentimental Figures of Empire in Eighteenth-Century Britain and France (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2006); Brycchan Carey, British Abolitionism and the Rhetoric of Sensibility: Writing, Sentiment, 
and Slavery, 1760-1807 (Houndmills, UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005). Sensibility could also be used for 
ameliorationist politics: that is, to advocate for improving the conditions of life under slavery without working 
toward emancipation. See George Boulukos, The Grateful Slave: The Emergence of Race in Eighteenth-Century 
British and American Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008); Markman Ellis, The Politics of 
Sensibility: Race, Gender and Commerce in the Sentimental Novel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996). 
 
17 Letter from James Currie to Admiral Sir Graham Moore, 23 March 1788, Liverpool Archives, 920 CUR 108. 
 




that stuck.19 Although some publications used Currie and Roscoe’s original title, I will refer to 
the poem as “The African” throughout the rest of the chapter.  
Knowing the original title, moreover, points us toward the second clue in dating the 
poem’s composition: an entry in the diary of Hannah Lightbody (later Hannah Greg, 1766-1828), 
one of Currie’s close friends. On 30 January 1788, she records that she met Dr. Currie in the 
daytime and that at night, she “Lay awake endeavouring to recollect the Negro’s Complaint.”20 
Since Currie and Lightbody’s conversations often centered on poetry produced by their literary 
friends, it is highly likely that on 30 January she was trying to remember her friend’s poem, 
which must already have been written by that date. David Sekers, the editor of Lightbody’s 
diary, has identified this poem as Cowper’s poem with the same title.21 This cannot be the text 
she was referring to, however, as Cowper did not write his poem until just before 17 March, 
when he responded to Lady Balgonie’s request for antislavery ballads.22 Over the course of a few 
days in January 1788, then, Currie and Roscoe created their short poem that aligned with 
antislavery rhetoric of the day. 
 
Step Two: The Poet Commissions a Song Setting 
With their poem complete, Currie and Roscoe’s second step in circulating their 
abolitionist ideas through song involved commissioning a composer to set “The African” to 
music. This was already done by the time Currie wrote his initial letter to Moore on 16 March: 
 
19 Letter from Admiral Sir Graham Moore to James Currie, 20 March 1788, Liverpool Archives, 920 CUR 107.  
 
20 David Sekers, ed., “The Diary of Hannah Lightbody 1786-90,” Enlightenment and Dissent 24 (2008): 59. 
 
21 Sekers, “The Diary of Hannah Lightbody,” 132. 
 
22 Letter from William Cowper to John Newton, 17 March 1788, in The Letters and Prose Writings of William 




“Indeed to speak truth it has been already set to music, & if you chuse [sic] it I will send you the 
copy.”23 In his second letter of 23 March, Currie identified Charles Dibdin as the chosen 
composer.24 While Dibdin’s compositional, performative, and literary output may seem at odds 
with the antislavery message of “The African” to us today, Currie and Roscoe evidently felt that 
his celebrity—and perhaps also his association with performing black stage characters—made 
him a suitable candidate for the composer of this song.25  
Dibdin’s The Musical Tour of Mr. Dibdin (1788) raises serious questions about why 
Currie and Roscoe would have commissioned Dibdin to set their poem to music.26 The Musical 
Tour contains Dibdin’s account of his experiences performing in cities all across Britain, 
including a supposedly impartial summary of pro- and anti-slave-trade arguments in the chapters 
about Liverpool and Manchester. Dibdin not only gave much more space to the proslavery 
arguments, but his positive opinions of the slave trade came through in the conclusion to this 
section of the Musical Tour:  
The only circumstance I can speak to, from my own conviction is, the accommodations 
on board the Guineaman, which are wonderfully calculated for the comfort and 
convenience of the slaves; indeed, the crew, and even the officers themselves, are very ill 
accommodated, merely that the whole ship may be appropriated to the use of those 




23 Letter from James Currie to Admiral Sir Graham Moore, 16 March 1788, Liverpool Archives, 920 CUR 106. 
 
24 Charles Dibdin, “The Negroes Complaint, Sung by Mr. Incledon at Vauxhall Gardens, Composed by Mr. Dibdin” 
(London: Preston, 1788).  
 
25 Letter from James Currie to Admiral Sir Graham Moore, 23 March 1788, Liverpool Archives, 920 CUR 108. 
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Yet while it may seem an incompatibility today, Dibdin’s misplaced sympathy for the crews and 
officers of slave ships above the Africans they were enslaving would not necessarily have struck 
contemporaries as discordant with the act of composing an abolitionist song. For example, while 
Roscoe was open and consistent about his anti-slave-trade beliefs, Currie was much more private 
and wavering in his own beliefs.28 In particular, Currie’s letters show that even as he worked 
towards abolition through poetry, pamphlet writing, and discussion, he was willing to 
sympathize with the particular economic sufferings of families involved in the slave trade: 
The attempts that are continually made to justify this gross violation of the principles of 
justice, one cannot help repelling, & at the same time it is dreadful to hold an argument 
where your opponent is convinced he must be made miserable.29 
 
To Currie, then, Dibdin’s sympathy for people on both sides of the slave trade debate may have 
seemed perfectly reasonable and not incompatible with an overall opposition to the slave trade. 
The second apparent mismatch between Dibdin’s oeuvre and his commission to set “The 
African” was his composition and performance of Black stage characters. Dibdin was perhaps 
most famous for The Padlock (1768), which he composed and in which he sang the role of the 
blackface servant character, Mungo.30 By 1787-8, he was touring the country with one-man-
shows of monologues and songs he called “table entertainments,” many of which contained 
racialized characters. As Felicity Nussbaum has recently pointed out, these racialized 
performances were ambivalent at best when it came to abolitionist politics: many featured Black 
 
28 Howman, “Abolitionism in Liverpool,” 277-296. 
 
29 Letter from James Currie to Admiral Sir Graham Moore, 23 March 1788, Liverpool Archives, 920 CUR 108. 
 
30 Dibdin’s success in the role as Mungo, as well as the connections between blackface characters on the eighteenth-
century British stage and the history of blackface minstrelsy more generally, have been reinterpreted many times. 
See, for instance, Dorothy Couchman, “‘Mungo Everywhere’: How Anglophones Heard Chattel Slavery,” Slavery & 
Abolition 36, no. 4 (2015): 704-720; Bernth Lindfors, Ira Aldridge: The Early Years, 1807-1833 (Rochester, NY: 
University of Rochester Press, 2011), 112-118; J. R. Oldfield, “The ‘Ties of Soft Humanity’: Slavery and Race in 




enslaved characters complaining of ill treatment while also making light of their sufferings.31 
And yet, as Roxann Wheeler has reminded us, blackface characters were often used in this 
period to promote antiracist ideas, both on the stage and at masquerades.32 As discussed in the 
previous chapter, Ignatius Sancho saw in Mungo an opportunity to call attention to the problem 
of slavery. From Currie and Roscoe’s perspective in 1788, then, Dibdin’s history of performing 
and composing blackface songs may have paradoxically made him well suited to compose a 
sympathetic, antislavery song. 
Rather than considering Dibdin’s political opinions on slavery and the slave trade too 
closely, I suspect that the poets chose Dibdin on the basis of his celebrity. By 1788, Dibdin had 
composed many stage hits beyond The Padlock as well as hundreds of songs, which can be 
found in many women’s music collections.33 As a performer, Dibdin was very well received in 
Liverpool when he performed there in March of 1788, playing to what he called in the Musical 
Tour “the very best room I have experienced, at any place, since I first began my rambles.”34 
Knowing first-hand how popular Dibdin was with their slave-trading friends in Liverpool, the 
poets may have wanted to use Dibdin’s local fame to bring abolitionist sentiments to this 
audience in particular. Whether they were banking on Dibdin’s local fame, national fame, or 
 
31 Felicity Nussbaum, “‘Mungo Here, Mungo There’: Charles Dibdin and Racial Performance, in Charles Dibdin 
and Late Georgian Culture, eds. Oskar Cox Jensen, David Kennerley and Ian Newman (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2018), 25-43. 
 
32 Roxann Wheeler, “Sounding Black-ish: West Indian Pidgin in London Performance and Print,” Eighteenth-
Century Studies 51, no. 1 (2017): 63-87. 
 
33 Nicola Pritchard-Pink shows Dibdin’s popularity among female amateur musicians by using Jane Austen’s 
collection; in my own archival research, I have found at least one Dibdin song in almost every collection owned by 
late eighteenth-century British women. See Nicola Pritchard-Pink, “Dibdin and Jane Austen,” in Charles Dibdin and 
Late Georgian Culture, eds. Oskar Cox Jensen, David Kennerley, and Ian Newman (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2018), 108-114. 
 




both, they apparently understood the impact of celebrity culture on the musical marketplace 
when they chose Dibdin. 
 
Step Three: The Poet Arranges for the Poem’s Publication in London Newspapers 
 After commissioning Dibdin’s musical setting, Currie and Roscoe had the text printed in 
a London newspaper. They sent it to be printed in London, rather than locally in Liverpool, for 
two reasons: to keep the authorship a secret and to give the poem the largest possible readership. 
In order to maintain secrecy, Currie initially asked Moore to “[s]end it in your own hand”35 and 
later explained that: 
The reason why I wished it published without delay is this—I gave it to Dibdin to set 
under promise of secrecy & I find rumours have come out that there is such a poem, 
which our polite negro-dealers would impute to the Author as an unpardonable offence.36 
 
Dibdin’s indiscretion was a particular problem for Currie, who, as Krawczyk has shown, was in a 
precarious situation as a physician in Liverpool:  
[P]hysicians, because financially ‘dependent’ on patients within the community, were in 
a tenuous position, needing to maintain good political standing with those patients and 
the community at large…As a banker, Roscoe’s situation would have been quite the 
opposite. Once established, the banker, no matter how politically active, still maintained 
customers’ money, making those customers ultimately dependent on him.37 
 
In addition to feeling it was necessary for his career, Currie’s secret abolitionism fit with his 
general outlook on life, which was moderate and accommodating of his friends’ different 
viewpoints. For instance, Currie wrote the following about the American Revolution while he 
was living in Virginia in 1775: “My opinion varies almost every two days, and my reason is 
 
35 Letter from James Currie to Admiral Sir Graham Moore, 16 March 1788, Liverpool Archives, 920 CUR 106. 
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bewildered amongst the number of arguments used on both sides of the question.”38 This 
willingness to consider both sides of any debate must have been compounded by the fact that he 
himself had been involved in supporting slavery during his apprenticeship to a Virginia tobacco 
company in his teenage years in the 1770s. As Robert Thornton put it,  
As long as he remained bound to Cunninghame & Company, Currie was committed 
throughout apprenticeship to tacit approval of slavery and, thereafter, to a future of 
owning slaves.39 
 
Thus, while his letters from 1788 provide clear evidence of his opposition to slavery and the 
slave trade on moral grounds, he must have related on a personal level to his friends who 
remained unwilling to see the error of their ways and remembered a time in his own life when he 
was likewise involved in slavery. 
Besides these personal reasons, Currie also sent the poem to be printed in the capital 
because he wanted the poem to have the greatest chance of being reprinted. Currie asked Moore 
to “Put it into the Morning Herald, the Post, or the World, as you judge best.”40 He did not 
specify the grounds on which Moore should choose the newspaper but Moore responded on 20 
March that he “judged the World to be the most fashionable paper and therefore called on Mr 
Topham the Editor yesterday.”41 Moore seems to have judged correctly in sending the poem to 
The World. Months later, Currie wrote to his uncle in Dumfries about the poem: 
Such as it is it has attracted some notice. It appeared lately in a morning paper in London 
& has since been printed by a Bookseller in a Collection of fugitive pieces, as I 
understand.42 
 
38 Quoted in Currie, Memoir of the Life, Writings, and Correspondence of James Currie, 25. 
 
39 Robert Donald Thornton, James Currie, the Entire Stranger, and Robert Burns (Edinburgh: Oliver and Boyd, 
1963), 43. 
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Presumably this “collection of fugitive pieces” was the poetry section of The New London 
Magazine, which was printed in July 1788. By my own calculations, the poem was reprinted at 
least fourteen times in the years between 1788 and 1800 (see Table 2.1, below).43 “The African” 
reached a number of types of publications, as well: newspaper, magazine, songster (that is, a 
collection of non-notated song texts by different authors and composers), a book of conduct 
literature, literary reviews journal, and poetical miscellany (that is, a collection of poems by 
different authors). 
Table 2.1. Print Publications of Currie and Roscoe, “The African,” 1788-1800 
 Date Title of Publication Type 
 
Place 
1 28 Mar 
1788 
The World Newspaper London 
2 July 1788 The New London Magazine; Being an 
Universal and Complete Monthly Repository 
of Knowledge, Instruction, and Entertainment 
Magazine London 
3 1788-1800 The Town and Country Songster’s 
Companion: Containing, a Choice Collection 
of the Newest Songs, Written and Composed 
by the most universally admired authors and 
sung at Ranelagh, Vauxhall, etc., 77-79 
Songster [London] 
4 1788, ca. 
1790, 1793, 
1800 
A Father’s Instructions; Adapted to Different 
Periods of Life, from Youth to Maturity: and 
Designed to Promote the Love of Virtue; a 
Taste for Knowledge; and Attentive 





5 20 Jun 1792 The Bee, or Literary Weekly Intelligencer, 
Consisting of Original Pieces and Selections 
from Performances of Merit, Foreign and 
Domestic, A Work Calculated to Disseminate 
Useful Knowledge among all Ranks of People 




43 This table is the result of keyword searching in databases such as Eighteenth-Century Collections Online (ECCO), 
Eighteenth-Century Journals, and Google Books, and should not be taken as complete. Dates are given as they are 








7 1792 The Bouquet, a selection of Poems from the 
most celebrated authors, with Some 




8 18 Jan 1793 Morning Post Newspaper London 
9 ca. 1794 Poetical Selections for Mr. Wright, for the 




10 ca.1795 The Buck’s Delight, or Feast for the Sons of 
Comus, 44-45 
Songster Dublin 
11 ca.1795 The Charms of Melody; or Siren Medley. 
Being the most extensive collection of love, 
sentimental, war, hunting, bacchanalian, 
humorous, sea, and Political Songs, &c. no. 
15, 58 
Songster Dublin 
12 1797 The Whim o the Day for 1797, Containing an 
entertaining selection of the choicest and 
most approved Songs, now singing at the 
Theatres Royal and Other Polite Assemblies, 
9-10 
Songster London 
13 ca.1800 The Myrtle and vine; or, complete vocal 
library; containing several Thousands of 
Plaintive, Sentimental, Humorous & 
Bacchanalian Songs, Collected from the 
Muses of England, Ireland, & Scotland, vol. 
4, 159-160 
Songster London 
14 ca.1800 The Offspring of Wit and Harmony, a New 
Collection of Favorite Songs, 43-44 
Songster Dublin 
15 ca.1800 The Skylark. Being an Elegant Collection of 




After composing the poem, commissioning a musical setting, and printing the poem in 
the London newspaper—i.e., Steps One, Two, and Three—Currie and Roscoe had little to do 
with circulation of the poem. At this point, they hoped that musicians would take up the 





Step Four: Composers Write New Musical Setting(s) 
As Currie put it in his first letter to Moore, “[p]ossibly [the poem] may attract the notice 
of some musician, be set, and brought into notice at Vauxhall or one of the theatres.”44 The first 
half of this quotation reflects the fourth step in circulating abolitionism through song: composers 
needed to write new musical settings of the poem. As Currie well knew, composers kept abreast 
of news and trends in literature, politics, and popular culture, looking out for poetic texts that had 
the potential to become popular songs. The poem did, in fact, “attract the notice” of another 
composer, apparently without any further action from Currie or Roscoe. John Ross, a composer 
from Aberdeen, used half of the lines to compose a short strophic song first published in his 
Second Set of Nine Songs (1796).45 Although one reviewer was displeased with the song 
compared to some of the others in the set (“The first strain…is charmingly conceived; but the 
succeeding bars are not only less happily imagined, but so ill managed as to be flat and 
unmeaning in their effect”), a lightly revised version of the song was nevertheless published as a 
single song in the early nineteenth century under the new title of “The Captive African” (See 
Appendix, Figures 4a-4c, pp. 277-279).46  
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Moreover, the condensed text used in Ross’s setting, with its three eight-line stanzas, was 
reprinted in three of the songsters mentioned in Table 2.1: The Whim o the Day (1797), The 
Myrtle and Vine (ca. 1800), and The Skylark (ca. 1800). In this way, Steps Three and Four were 
potentially mutually reinforcing, with printed texts catching the eyes of musicians, who set the 
texts in musical scores, which in turn caught the eyes of editors of print media.  
 
Step Five: Professional Musicians Perform the Song(s) 
The second half of the quotation above (“Possibly [the poem] may attract the notice of 
some musician, be set, and brought into notice at Vauxhall or one of the theatres”) takes us to 
Step Five in circulating abolitionism through song: Professional Musicians Perform the Songs.47  
While there is no evidence that Ross’s new setting was performed in public, Dibdin’s original 
setting was: the score’s full title is “The Negroes Complaint, Sung by Mr. Incledon at Vauxhall 
Gardens, Composed by Mr. Dibdin.”48 Incledon had a long and successful career as a singer at 
Vauxhall, where he performed for a large audience coming from all walks of life.49 Judging by 
the so-called “Vauxhall Lists” of 1790-1791, Incledon’s performance of “The Negroes 
 
47 Letter from James Currie to Admiral Sir Graham Moore, 16 March 1788, Liverpool Archives, 920 CUR 106. 
 
48 Charles Dibdin, “The Negroes Complaint, Sung by Mr. Incledon at Vauxhall Gardens, Composed by Mr. Dibdin” 
(London: Preston, 1788). 
 
49 David Coke and Alan Borg, Vauxhall Gardens: A History (New Haven: Published for the Paul Mellon Centre for 




Complaint” would have been a rare moment of musical abolitionism in a series of concerts filled 
with the standard fare of patriotic, pastoral, hunting, sea, and love songs.50 Without an account of 
his 1788 performance in reviews or personal writings, it is difficult to know the impact this song 
had on the audience. Nevertheless, Incledon’s performance certainly had the potential to bring 
the song, and thus abolitionism, “into notice” for a large number of auditors at once.  
 
Step Six: Women Practice the Song(s) in their Homes 
 The sixth and final step to circulating abolitionism through song was for female amateur 
musicians to practice the song(s) in their homes. While they were creating their poem, Currie and 
Roscoe specifically made sure to write about themes and situations they believed would appeal 
to women. For this reason, Currie changed the setting of the poem from below to above deck on 
a slave ship:  
I figured a negro in the hold of a ship in chains, his companions sleeping around him, 
awake in the middle of the night, and bursting into a soliloquy on his wretched 
condition…When I reviewed this subject in the morning I found, as I thought, strength 
and pathos in several of the thoughts, but that the circumstances were too uniformly 
somber, and the place too confined, to admit of sufficient softness and variety for a 
popular song, and such a one as women would like. Therefore I brought Maraton on 
deck.51 
 
Currie may have kept women’s tastes in mind for a few reasons. As Clare Midgley first showed 
in her 1992 book Women Against Slavery, women were actively involved in the anti-slave-trade 
 
50 “Vauxhall Gardens Archive: Lists of the Songs and Instrumental Music performed at Vauxhall 1790 and 1791,” 
Lambeth Archives IV/162/8, Victorian Popular Culture, accessed 11 September 2020, https://www-
victorianpopularculture-amdigital-co-
uk.ezproxy.cul.columbia.edu/Documents/SearchDetails/Vauxhall_Gardens_IV_162_08; Charles Cudworth, “The 
Vauxhall ‘Lists,’” The Galpin Society Journal 20 (1967): 24-42. 
 





movement even if they could not sign petitions or hold parliamentary seats.52 They abstained 
from slave-produced sugar and rum, wrote abolitionist literature, and wore anti-slave-trade 
medallions to show support for the cause. At the same time, constructs of femininity in Georgian 
Britain were strongly tied to musicality.53 Women were encouraged to cultivate musical 
performance skills as part of their acquisition of feminine accomplishments by their parents, 
teachers, and in conduct literature. They were also the primary consumers of the thousands of 
short piano-vocal scores that were published in late eighteenth-century Britain.54 So while it is 
possible that Currie would have wanted to write “such a [song] as women would like” to listen to 
at a concert, it is much more likely that he wanted to create one that women would like to 
perform in their homes.  
Currie’s hopes that the poem would be disseminated by female lovers of music were 
fulfilled to a certain degree. Ross’s setting appears to have been targeted at female amateur 
musicians. His piano-vocal setting was ideally suited to a woman’s practice at her keyboard 
instrument, and more convenient to read from than Dibdin’s score featuring two violins, voice, 
and figured bass. The dedications of both of Ross’s publications further hint at the song’s 
 
52 Clare Midgley, Women Against Slavery: The British Campaigns, 1780-1870 (London: Routledge, 1992); See also 
Moira Ferguson, Subject to Others: British Women Writers and Colonial Slavery 1670-1834 (New York: Routledge, 
1992); Charlotte Sussman, “Women and the Politics of Sugar, 1792,” Representations 48 (1994): 48-69; Deirdre 
Coleman, “Conspicuous Consumption: White Abolitionism and English Women’s Protest Writing in the 1790s,” 
English Literary History 61 (1994): 341-362; Elizabeth Kowaleski-Wallace, Consuming Subjects: Women, 
Shopping, and Business in the Eighteenth Century (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997), Chapter 3: 
“Sugar”; Julie L. Holcomb, Moral Commerce: Quakers and the Transatlantic Boycott of the Slave Labor Economy 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2016), 36-62. 
 
53 Many scholars have explored the well-established connection between femininity and musicality in the period. 
See, for instance, Richard Leppert, Music and Image: Domesticity, ideology and socio-cultural formation in 
eighteenth-century England (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988); Leslie Ritchie, Women Writing Music 
in Late Eighteenth-Century England: Social Harmony in Literature and Performance (Aldershot, UK: Ashgate, 
2008); Matthew Head, “‘If the pretty little hand won’t stretch’: Music for the Fair Sex in Eighteenth-Century 
Germany,” Journal of the American Musicological Society 52, no. 2 (1999): 203-254. 
 
54 Jeanice Brooks, “Musical Monuments for the Country House: Music, Collection, and Display at Tatton Park,” 




popularity with women. The Second Set of Nine Songs was dedicated to the Right Hon. Lady 
Saltoun and the edited version printed as a single song in the early nineteenth century was 
dedicated to Lady Bruce of Stenhouse. Beyond these dedications, I have found one copy of 
Ross’s song that was certainly owned by a woman in this period: “Miss Holwell” signed her 
name to a copy of A Second Set of Nine Songs held at the University of Cambridge.55  
The fact that Currie wanted settings of his poem to appeal to female amateur musicians 
supports one of my central claims in this chapter: that women were crucial to the circulation of 
abolitionism through song. While I have found relatively little evidence of women owning Ross 
or Dibdin’s settings of “The African,” Part 2 will present many more examples of women who 
practiced settings of William Cowper’s poem, “The Negro’s Complaint.” These women’s 
domestic music-making activities confirm the validity of Currie’s assumption that women were 
key to disseminating antislavery ideas through song. 
 
Abolitionist Song, Historical Change, and Optimism in 1788 
  “Dr. Currie’s Six Steps to Circulating Abolitionism through Song” accorded with the 
author’s optimistic view of the process of abolishing the slave trade. Like others of his 
generation, Currie was a firm believer in Enlightenment ideals of truth, freedom, virtue, and 
humanitarianism, which he trusted would guide people to the correct path of abolishing the slave 
trade. Here is how he put it to Moore on 23 March: 
Whatever be the issue of the present efforts for a parliamentary abolition of the slave-
trade, much good, I am persuaded, will be done by the discussion of the subject. We 
shall, in future, find fewer persons so abandoned in their modes of reasoning and practice 
towards the unhappy negroes as many now are for there is something in the censure of 
man, which the greatest villain dreads, and does much to avoid. It likewise gives one a 
better opinion of the present generation, to find that they can be roused by the pure 
 




dictates of humanity, independent of all party questions or distinctions; and there can be 
no doubt that sooner or later the voice of freedom and truth will exert itself on this 
subject with irresistible influence. Priestly [sic], who spent an evening with me lately, is 
of opinion that no effort even of the humblest individual is ever lost. Let there be but 
agitation of any question, and the interests of truth and virtue are promoted. No matter in 
what direction the motion comes, let there be motion that is enough—the tide mill goes 
equally whither the water runs with the flood or the ebb.56 
 
Brian Howman summarizes this letter as Currie’s “assertion that the issue of abolition needed to 
be publicly discussed” and critiques Currie’s anonymous, secretive abolitionism in light of his 
belief in public discussion.57 I believe Currie had a much more expansive definition of “the 
discussion of the subject” in mind—one that went beyond parliamentary discussion. By 
repeating the scientist, theologian and political theorist Joseph Priestley’s description of the 
abolition movement as a tide-mill that “runs with the flood or the ebb,” Currie asserted his 
conviction that the slave trade would eventually be abolished as a result of many small actions. 
In particular, he valued private discussion among his friends, some of whom certainly could not 
vote in parliamentary elections or sign anti-slave-trade petitions by virtue of their gender.  
For example, the aforementioned diary of Currie’s friend Hannah Lightbody provides 
evidence of several conversations about abolitionist poetry among members of their friendship 
circle. Like many in Liverpool, Lightbody had personal connections to the slave trade through 
friends and family, but she also maintained close friendships with Currie and other abolitionists. 
We have already seen that on 30 January, Lightbody “[l]ay awake endeavouring to recollect the 
Negro’s Complaint.”58 On 2 March, Lightbody discussed the poem again. She notes that she was 
“Inattentive at Chapel—Supped at Dr Currie’s with Mr Smith and Mr Tate—talked and read 
 
56 Letter from James Currie to Admiral Sir Graham Moore, 23 March 1788, Liverpool Archives, 920 CUR 108. 
 
57 Brian Howman, “Abolitionism in Liverpool,” 282. 
 




Poetry. Marratan and Adela.”59 On 16 March, she went to Dr. Currie’s again, where she “drank 
tea and supped,” noting that “Mr Trench [was] there—talked of the Wrongs of Africa.”60 This 
was another antislavery poem by William Roscoe.61 Furthermore, Lightbody’s diary is filled 
with references to conversations she had with her abolitionist friends, which do not specify the 
subject of the conversation. On 1 March, for instance, she “Called at Dr C’s and talked a great 
deal.”62 These conversations may well have been about the slave trade, too. In light of Currie’s 
agreement with Priestley that no abolitionist effort was too small, these discussions among 
friends were probably part of what Currie meant when he wrote that “much good…will be done 
by the discussion of the subject.” Using the same line of thinking, singing abolitionist songs in 
the home could inspire conversation, which could in turn change minds.   
For Currie, music had the potential to be an important way of spreading abolitionist ideas, 
but its success could not be guaranteed. Poets had to write a poem, commission a song, and 
publish the poem before they could even hope that more composers would read and set the 
poem, professional singers would perform the song, and female amateurs would perform it in 
their homes. Compared with the many abolitionist poems that were set by only one musician, 
Currie and Roscoe’s poem was moderately successful: there were two musical settings, at least 
one public performance of the Dibdin setting, and at least three published scores. The second 
part of the chapter will apply “Dr. Currie’s Six Steps to Circulating Abolitionism through Song” 
to another poem: William Cowper’s “The Negro’s Complaint.” This second case study will show 
 
59 Sekers, “The Diary of Hannah Lightbody,” 63. 
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that while Currie’s six-step model for using the musical marketplace to disseminate his and 
Roscoe’s ideas was only somewhat successful, it worked very well to circulate another, much 
more famous, poem.  
 
PART 2: Cowper’s “The Negro’s Complaint,” or Dr. Currie’s Six Steps in Practice 
 
 The relative success of “The African” as a song pales in comparison with that of William 
Cowper’s celebrated poem, “The Negro’s Complaint,” which was also written in 1788. The 
poem’s outstanding popularity meant that it was circulated in manuscript and print, quoted in 
sermons and pamphlets, and even referenced on decorative tea sets. Unsurprisingly, the poem by 
this famous writer “attracted the notice” of not one, but many musicians. Following nearly the 
same six steps Currie had anticipated for his and Roscoe’s poem, Cowper’s “The Negro’s 
Complaint” was set to music by seven composers. Additionally, when the ballad was printed in a 
text-only format (that is, without musical notation), it was associated with two different popular 
tunes. Since Cowper did not reach out to even one of these composers or arrangers, the many 
musical settings confirm that Dr. Currie’s Six Steps could work. The main difference was in 
intention: whereas Currie deliberately completed the first three steps in hopes that “The African” 
would be circulated in the female-dominated marketplace for notated piano-vocal scores, 
Cowper had no plans for musical circulation of “The Negro’s Complaint” outside of his original 
ballad setting to the tune of “Admiral Hosier’s Ghost.” Yet, as we will see, female amateur 





Step One: The Poet Composes a Poem 
Unlike Currie’s, Cowper’s letters give no indication that he planned ahead for the text’s 
use by composers, professional performers, or female amateur performers during the process of 
writing “The Negro’s Complaint.” Nor did Cowper come up with the idea to use music to 
circulate abolitionism: he wrote the poem as a response to his family friend Lady Balgonie’s 
request for “some good Ballads to be sung about the streets.”63 The particular obligations he had 
to her family, who subscribed to his translation of Homer, made the request “irresistible,” and he 
wrote several antislavery ballads, such as “The Morning Dream,” “Pity for the Poor Africans,” 
“Sweet Meat has Sour Sauce, or the Slave Trader Down in the Dumps.”64 He was most proud of 
“The Morning Dream,” but “The Negro’s Complaint” became the most famous. This poem 
argues powerfully for the equality of Africans and Britons on the basis of both intelligence and 
sensibility. The enslaved African narrator confronts the reader, calling out the hypocrisies of 
freedom-loving Britons promoting slavery, God-fearing Christians trading in slaves, and callous 
slave-traders questioning the sensibility of Africans: 
To the Tune of Hosier’s Ghost. 
Forced from Home and all its pleasures 
Afric’s coast I left forlorn, 
To encrease a stranger’s treasures 
O'er the raging billows borne; 
Men from England bought and sold me, 
Pay’d my price in paltry gold, 
But though theirs they have enroll’d me 
Minds are never to be sold. 
 
63 Letter from Lady Balgonie to William Cowper, quoted in a letter from William Cowper to Lady Hesketh, 21 
March 1788, in The Letters and Prose Writings of William Cowper, eds. King and Ryskamp, 130-131. 
 
64 Letter from William Cowper to Lady Hesketh, 21 March 1788, The Letters and Prose Writings of William 




Still in thought as free as ever 
What are England’s rights, I ask, 
Me from my delights to sever, 
Me to torture, me to task? 
 
Fleecy locks and black complexion 
Cannot forfeit Nature’s claim; 
Skins may differ, but Affection 
Dwells in White and Black the same. 
Why did all-creating Nature 
Make the plant for which we toil? 
Sighs must fan it, tears must water, 
Sweat of ours must dress the soil. 
Think, ye Masters iron-hearted 
Lolling at your jovial boards, 
Think, how many backs have smarted 
For the sweets your Cane affords. 
Is there, as ye sometimes tell us, 
Is there One who reigns on high? 
Has he bid you buy and sell us 
Speaking from his throne the sky? 
Ask him if your knotted scourges, 
Fetters, blood-extorting screws 
Are the means which Duty urges 
Agents of his Will to use? 
Hark — He answers. Wild tornadoes 
Strewing yonder sea with wrecks, 
Wasting Towns, Plantations, Meadows, 
Are the voice with which he speaks. 
He foreseeing what vexations 
Afric's sons should undergo, 
Fix'd their Tyrants’ habitations 
Where his whirlwinds answer — No. 
By our blood in Afric wasted 
'Ere our necks received the Chain, 
By the mis'ries that we tasted 
80 
 
Crossing in your barks the main, 
By our suff'rings since ye brought us 
To the man-degrading mart, 
All sustain'd with patience taught us 
Only by a broken heart — 
Deem our nation Brutes no longer 
'Till some reason ye shall find 
Worthier of regard and stronger 
Than the Colour of our Kind. 
Slaves of Gold! Whose sordid dealings 
Tarnish all your boasted pow’rs 
Prove that You have Human Feelings 
'Ere ye proudly question Ours.65 
Like Currie and Roscoe, Cowper used the language of sentiment in his antislavery poem: 
according to the enslaved African narrator, sugar cane is fanned by the “sighs” and watered by 
“tears” of enslaved people. The poet also drew on religious antislavery rhetoric of the day: the 
destructive storm that answers the narrator’s questions, for instance, recalled contemporary fears 
of a vengeful God who would punish Britain for its sinful role in slavery.66 The difference 
between Cowper and Currie and Roscoe was that the former did not specifically use these tactics 
in order to inspire as many musical settings as possible. Rather, as we will see, he would have 




65 Letter from William Cowper to General Cowper, 14 April 1788, in The Letters and Prose Writings of William 
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Step Two, Revised: The Poet Selects a Tune 
A greater difference between Currie’s creation of “The Negro’s Complaint” and his 
contemporaries’ collaboration on “The African” in Liverpool occurred during Step Two. Instead 
of commissioning a full score from a professional composer, Cowper himself selected the tune of 
“Admiral Hosier’s Ghost,” a political ballad from 1740. Richard Glover’s ballad text criticized 
then-Prime Minister Robert Walpole for the tragic deaths of Admiral Hosier and around 3,000 
crew members during a failed naval blockade against the Spanish.67 Here is Cowper’s rationale 
for his selection of this tune: 
With modern Tunes, I am unacquainted, and have therefore accommodated my Verse to 
an old one. Not so old, however, but that there will be Songsters found, old enough to 
remember it. The Song is an admirable one, for the purpose for which it was made, and 
though political, nearly, if not quite as serious, as mine. On such a subject, as I had before 
me, it seems impossible not to be serious.68 
 
For Cowper, then, seriousness and political subject matter were key to his selection of this tune.  
Indeed, the seriousness comes through in the tune, which can be found in Example 2.1, 
below. This shows the first stanzas of “Admiral Hosier’s Ghost” and “The Negro’s Complaint” 
set to the same tune.  
 
67 See Ivan Ortiz, “Lyric Possession in the Abolition Ballad,” Eighteenth-Century Studies 51, no. 2 (2018): 197-218. 
 
68 Letter from William Cowper to John Newton, Monday, 17 March 1788, in The Letters and Prose Writings of 





Example 2.1. First stanza of “Admiral Hosier’s Ghost” and “The Negro’s Complaint”69 
Among the many scholars who have commented on Cowper’s ballad tune, Brycchan Carey is the 
only one to analyze its musical content. I agree with Carey, who describes this tune as having an 
“air of melancholy.” 70 The tune is in a major key, but this was perfectly in keeping with the 
contemporary fashion for what Elaine Sisman calls “major-mode expressiveness,” a style 
exemplified by the slow, C-major aria Gluck wrote for Orpheus as he laments his wife’s death in 
Orfeo ed Euridice (1762).71 Simon McVeigh shows that London concerts often featured “slow 
 
69 Different scores use slightly different rhythms and melodies. I have transcribed the tune from a score of “Hosier’s 
Ghost” held at the British Library, G.310.(164.). 
 
70 Carey, British Abolitionism and the Rhetoric of Sensibility, 100. I am less inclined to agree that the tune is, as 
Carey puts it, “excessively ornamented” and “surprisingly upbeat.” While tune was embellished when it appeared in 
collections of variations on traditional tunes, its original form does not strike me as particularly ornamented. See, for 
instance, Burk Thumoth, Twelve English and Twelve Irish Airs with Variations, Set for the German Flute, Violin or 
Harpsichord, Book 2 (London: J. Simpson, ca. 1746), 8-9. 
 
71 Elaine Sisman, “Fantasy Island: Haydn’s Metastasian ‘Reform’ Opera,” in Engaging Haydn: Culture, Context, 
and Criticism, ed. Mary Hunter and Richard Will (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 41. Gluck’s 
“Che farò senza Euridice” was notorious for its use of C major; the composer famously admitted that the aria could 
easily sound like a “dance for marionettes” if performed with the wrong “mode of expression.” See Patricia Howard, 
“Orpheus on a Shoe String: Guadagni’s Marionette Theatre,” Il Saggiatore musicale 17, no. 1 (2010): 14; Patricia 
Howard, Gluck: An Eighteenth-Century Portrait in Letters and Documents (Oxford: Clarendon, 1995), 96-98; 




music of unadorned but profound expression,” including the slow movements of symphonies and 
Handel arias marked Largo or Larghetto.72 He further notes that “the music of pathos and 
expression was not necessarily that of a high emotional temperature, nor need it use the minor 
mode or chromatic intensity.”73 In this context, “Admiral Hosier’s Ghost” doubtless sounded 
serious to Cowper when performed at a slow tempo and with feeling. Indeed, it is likely that the 
tune was performed slowly: at least one score that I have found marks this tune as “Tender” and 
“Slow.”74  
Regardless of Cowper’s reasons for selecting the tune, it is clear that his Step Two 
differed greatly from Currie and Roscoe’s: whereas they debated which professional composer 
was best suited to set their poem to music, Cowper decided for himself how the poem should be 
set. 
 
Step Three: The Poet Arranges for the Poem’s Publication in London Newspapers  
Cowper’s third step was just like Currie and Roscoe’s: he, too, hoped his ballad would be 
printed in London newspapers. The poet left the decisions about where and when to print up to 
Lady Balgonie and her abolitionist friends. By the end of June 1788, he felt frustrated that the 
activists who had commissioned “The Negro’s Complaint” had still not published any of his 
abolitionist poems, which he had completed in March. Instead, the poems were making their way 
around in manuscript: 
 
72 Simon McVeigh, Concert Life in London from Mozart to Haydn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 
141. 
 
73 McVeigh, Concert Life in London, 142. 
 
74 James Oswald, The Caledonian Pocket Companion, Containing a Favourite Collection of Scotch Tunes with 




Mr. Rose, whom I have mentioned to you heretofore as a visitor of mine for the first time 
soon after you left us, writes me word that he has seen my Ballads against the 
Slavemongers, but not in Print. Where he met with them I know not. Mr. Bull begged 
hard for leave to Print them at Newport pagnel, and I refused, thinking that it would be 
wrong to anticipate the Nobility, Gentry and others at whose pressing instance I 
composed them, in their designs to print them. But perhaps I need not have been so 
squeamish, for the opportunity to publish them in London seems now not only ripe but 
rotten.75 
 
In hindsight, of course, it is clear that in June of 1788, the time was not at all “rotten” for 
publishing “The Negro’s Complaint.” Although the poem did not immediately hit the presses, 
Cowper did not have to wait until it was printed in Stuart’s Star in April 1789, as prior 
scholarship on this poem incorrectly asserts.76 In fact, it had already been printed in the Bath 
Chronicle in May of 1788, and was shortly to be published in two London magazines: the 
General Magazine in June of 1788 and The Gentleman’s and London Magazine in September of 
1788.77 My conservative estimate is that “The Negro’s Complaint” was printed in at least thirty-
two publications from 1788 to 1800, plus many more times throughout the following century.78 
Table 2.3. Print Publications of Cowper’s “The Negro’s Complaint,” 1788-1800 
 Date Title of Publication Type  Location 
1 15 May 
1788 
Bath Chronicle  Newspaper Bath 
 
75 Letter from William Cowper to Lady Hesketh, 27 June 1788, in The Letters and Prose Writings of William 
Cowper, Vol. 3 189. 
 
76 As the version printed by the abolitionists in the Subject for Conversation and Reflection at the Tea Table lacks a 
date, the Stuart’s Star version is frequently given as the first. See John D. Baird and Charles Ryskamp, eds., The 
Poems of William Cowper, vol. III: 1785-1800 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995), 13; Carey, British Abolitionism and 
the Rhetoric of Sensibility, 100. 
 
77 C., “The Negro’s Complaint. To the Tune of Hosier’s Ghost,” Bath Chronicle, 15 May 1788; W. Cowper, “The 
Negroe’s Complaint, a Song. To the Tune of Hosier’s Ghost,” The General Magazine and Impartial Review 
(London: June 1788): 323-324; W. Cowper, Esq., “The Negroes Complaint, A Song. To the Tune Hosier’s Ghost,” 
The Gentleman’s and London Magazine (London: June 1788): 494-495.  
 
78 The chart is based on my own research using databases such as ECCO, Burney Newspapers, Eighteenth-Century 
Journals, supplemented by titles found in Norma Russell, A Bibliography of William Cowper to 1837 (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1963); Charles Ryskamp, “Review of Norma Russell, A Bibliography of William Cowper to 1837,” 









The Gentleman’s and London Magazine, 
494-495 
Magazine London 
4 ca. 1780s A Subject for Conversation and Reflection at 
the Tea Table 
Pamphlet London 
5 2 April 
1789 
Stuart’s Star and Evening Advertiser Newspaper London 
6 2 April 
1789 
Public Advertiser  Newspaper London 
7 May 1789 The Western County Magazine for the Year 
1789, 157 
Magazine Salisbury 
8 ca. 1789 The Songster’s Companion: a Select 
Collection of More than Two Hundred 
Songs, including the Modern, 27-28 
Songster Coventry  
9 6 July 
1790 
The Diary Newspaper London 
10 7 July 
1790 
Public Advertiser Newspaper London 
11 1790 Two of the Petitions from Scotland, which 
were presented to the Last Parliament, 
Praying the Abolition of the African Slave 
Trade, 9-11 
Tract Edinburgh 
12 1790 Parsley’s Lyric Repository, for 1790. 
Containing a Selection of all the Favorite 
Songs, Duets, Trios, &c., 43-45 
Songster London 
13 16 June 
1791 
The Star Newspaper London 
14 1791 “The Negro’s Complaint. By William 
Cowper, Esq.” 
Broadsheet London 




An Address to the People of Great Britain, 
on the Propriety of Abstaining from West 
India Sugar and Rum, 5th edn. (Stanza 3 
“Why did all-creating Nature” quoted on 
title page.) 
Tract London (also 
Birmingham, 
Boston) 
16 May 1792 The Lady’s Magazine, 271-272 Magazine London 
17 1792 The Bouquet, a Selection of Poems from the 
Most Celebrated Authors, with Some 




18 1792 The Unsespected [sic] Observer, in the 
Spirit of the Late Famous Martinus 











Lloyd’s Evening Post Newspaper London 
21 December 
1793 
The Gentleman’s Magazine, 1133 Magazine London 
22 1795 Paddy’s Resource: Being a Collection of 
Original and Modern Patriotic Songs, 36-37 
Songster Dublin 
23 ca. 1795 The Buck’s Delight; or Feast for the Sons of 
Comus, 50-51 
Songster Dublin 
24 1796 Songs, Comic, and Satyrical. By George 
Alexander Stevens, Captain Morris, and 
Others, 180-182 
Songster Manchester 
25 1797 A Selection, in Prose and Verse, of Classical 
Beauties, from Approved English Writers, 
n.p. 
Miscellany Leeds 
26 ca. 1797 The British Poetical Miscellany, 10-13 Miscellany Huddersfield 
27 1798 Poems, by William Cowper, of the Inner 






Poetical Beauties of Modern Writers, 75-76 Miscellany London 
29 1800 Poems, by William Cowper, of the Inner 




30 16 July 
1800 
European Magazine, 54 Magazine Chesterton 
31 ca. 1800 Apollo’s Lyre, 18-19 Songster Huddersfield 
32 ca. 1800 The Offspring of Wit and Harmony, a new 
Collection of Favourite Songs, 50-51 
Songster Dublin 
 
As this table shows, Cowper’s poem was printed more than twice as many times as Currie and 
Roscoe’s; evidently, his Steps One, Two, and Three were much more successful than theirs. 
If we were to stop here, tracing the story of “The Negro’s Complaint” only as far as Step 
Three of “Dr. Currie’s Six Steps,” we would once again conclude with the standard narrative 
about this poem: Cowper wrote a ballad to the tune of “Admiral Hosier’s Ghost,” which was 
intended to be sung on the streets and which was a huge success in print. Literary scholars have 
told this story time and again, interpreting and re-interpreting the connections between Cowper’s 
text and the text of “Admiral Hosier’s Ghost.” Suvir Kaul and Brycchan Carey, for example, 
focus on the political aspect of Glover’s anti-Walpole text and Cowper’s antislavery poem, with 
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Kaul pointing out the shared “militarism” and Carey noting common themes of “colonial 
mismanagement and England’s shame.”79 Joanne Tong highlights the tear-jerking subject matter 
of both texts: Admiral Hosier and all of his men died of yellow fever; the enslaved narrator of 
Cowper’s poem is put through degrading ordeals such as kidnapping, torture, and being sold as 
chattel.80 Most recently, Ivan Ortiz has written an entire article on Cowper’s choice of tune, 
arguing that both “Admiral Hosier’s Ghost” and “The Negro’s Complaint” amplify unheard 
voices: the overshadowed Hosier and the marginalized and enslaved African. According to Ortiz, 
“Cowper’s strategy…is to recover the slave voice for history by amplifying it using a song 
sympathetic to an anxiety of oblivion.”81 Significantly, he shows how the tune of “Admiral 
Hosier’s Ghost” was particularly well suited for later antislavery songs, pointing out that Hannah 
More used the very same tune for her antislavery ballad, “The Sorrows of Yamba; or, the Negro 
Woman’s Lamentation.”82  
 There are a few problems with placing such emphasis on Cowper’s selection of “Admiral 
Hosier’s Ghost.” For one thing, the tune was associated with a number of other ballad texts from 
the same period. As Ortiz acknowledges in a footnote, Glover’s ballad was itself set to the tune 
of “Come and Listen to My Ditty, or the Sailor’s Complaint.”83 The British Library holds a score 
for “The Sailor’s Complaint” that also includes a text to “The Debtor’s Welcome to their 
 
79 Suvir Kaul, Poems of Nation, Anthems of Empire: English Verse in the Long Eighteenth Century (Charlottesville: 
University Press of Virginia, 2000), 247; Brycchan Carey, British Abolitionism and the Rhetoric of Sensibility: 
Writing, Sentiment, and Slavery, 1760-1807 (Houndmills, UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), 99-101. 
 
80 Joanne Tong, “‘Pity the Poor Africans’: William Cowper and the Limits of Abolitionist Affect,” in Affect and 
Abolition in the Anglo-Atlantic, 1770-1830, ed. Stephen Ahern (New York: Routledge, 2016), 129-149. 
 
81 Ortiz, “Lyric Possession in the Abolition Ballad,” 212. 
 
82 Ortiz, “Lyric Possession,” 197-218. 
 
83 Ortiz, “Lyric Possession,” 216, note 18. 
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Brother. To the Same Tune.”84 Moreover, according to the nineteenth-century antiquarian 
William Chappell, this tune had also been used for other early- to mid-eighteenth-century ballads 
like “Cease, rude Boreas,” “On some rock, by seas surrounded,” “How happy are young lovers,” 
and “Admiral Vernon’s Answer to Admiral Hosier’s Ghost.”85 Therefore, although Cowper and 
More associated this tune with the text of “Admiral Hosier’s Ghost” while they were composing 
their ballads, there is no reason to assume that all listeners associated the tune with this particular 
text. Debtors, lovers, sailors, and storms are just as likely to have sprung to mind as Admiral 
Hosier and his unfortunate men.   
But this is a minor point. More troubling to me is the implication that because Cowper set 
his poem to this particular tune, it was always and only sung to this tune. We can see this 
assumption in the way scholars have used an early account of the poem’s popularity from the pen 
of abolitionist Thomas Clarkson (1760-1846): 
This little piece, Cowper presented in manuscript to some of his friends in London; and 
these, conceiving it to contain a powerful appeal in behalf of the injured Africans, joined 
in printing it. Having ordered it on the finest hot-pressed paper, and folded it up in a 
small and neat form, they gave it the printed title of ‘A Subject for Conversation at the 
Tea-table.’ After this, they sent many thousand copies of it in franks into the country. 
From one it spread to another, till it travelled almost over the whole island. Falling at 
length into the hands of the musician, it was set to music; and it then found its way into 
the streets, both of the metropolis and of the country, where it was sung as a ballad; and 




84 British Library, G. 307.(34.). 
 
85 William Chappell, The Ballad Literature and Popular Music of the Olden Time: A History of the Ancient Songs, 
Ballads, and of the Dance Tunes of England, with Numerous Anecdotes and Entire Ballads: Also a Short Account of 
the Minstrels, vol. 2 (London: Chappell, 1855), 597-8. 
 
86 Thomas Clarkson, History of the Rise, Progress, and Accomplishment of the Abolition of the Slave-Trade by the 
British Parliament, vol. 2 (London: Printed by R. Taylor for Longman, Hurst, Rees, and Orme, 1808), 190-191. 
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When scholars cite Clarkson’s words, they assume Cowper’s ballad was sung to the tune of 
“Admiral Hosier’s Ghost.” Ortiz, for example, references Cowper’s version of his ballad in his 
paraphrase of Clarkson: 
In 1788 the Society for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade disseminated 
thousands of copies of the poem throughout England, and, having been set to music, 
Cowper’s ballad found its way into the streets as well as the hearts of his countrymen. 
But, Cowper was not the only abolitionist to borrow Glover’s spectral song.87 
 
Tong likewise invokes Clarkson’s language (“It was the most successful of Cowper’s ballads in 
England, where it was sung as a ballad from the city to the countryside”) and proceeds to 
interpret Cowper’s selection of “Admiral Hosier’s Ghost.”88 Yet Clarkson’s account clearly 
implies that Cowper was distinct from “the musician” into whose hands the poem fell. This could 
mean one of two things: either by 1808, Clarkson did not know or remember the fact that 
Cowper himself chose the tune of “Admiral Hosier’s Ghost” or Clarkson was referring to another 
tune altogether.  
 
Step Four: Composers and Arrangers Write New Musical Settings 
One tune Thomas Clarkson could have been thinking of was “How Imperfect is 
Expression,” which was given as the tune for “The Negro’s Complaint” in at least two 
publications of this poem (see Example 2.2, below). In 1795, James Porter set five of the poem’s 
seven stanzas to this tune in his Irish nationalist songster called Paddy’s Resource: Being a 
Select Collection of Original and Modern Patriotic Songs, Toasts and Sentiments, Compiled for 
 
87 Ortiz, “Lyric Possession in the Abolition Ballad,” 199. 
 




the Use of the People of Ireland.89 This songster appropriated two other antislavery texts for the 
United Irishmen’s cause in addition to “The Negro’s Complaint.”90 Likewise, the same five 
stanzas of “The Negro’s Complaint” were set to “How Imperfect is Expression” a year later in a 
politically neutral songster, Songs, Comic, and Satyrical. By George Alexander Stevens, Captain 
Morris, and Others (1796).91  
In both publications, “The Negro’s Complaint” as set to “How Imperfect is Expression” 
highlights the enslaved narrator’s sensibility. The simple tune features a smooth lyrical contour, 
balanced, periodic phrasing, and that same “major-mode expressiveness” that was used in 
“Admiral Hosier’s Ghost.” Its text centers on a lover’s inability to express through words what 
he or she does show through sentimental bodily signs such as swelling bosoms and blushing.  
 
Example 2.2. First stanza of “How Imperfect is Expression” and “The Negro’s Complaint”92 
 
89 James Porter, Paddy’s Resource: Being a Select Collection of Original and Modern Patriotic Songs, Toasts and 
Sentiments, Compiled for the Use of the People of Ireland (Belfast, 1795), 36-37. 
 
90 Porter, Paddy’s Resource, 26-28, 50-51. 
 
91 George Alexander Stevens et al., Songs, Comic, and Satyrical, A New Edition, Corrected (Manchester: Cowdroy 
and Boden, 1796), 180-182. 
 
92 This version of “How Imperfect is Expression” comes from James Hook, The Preceptor for the Piano-Forte, 
Organ, or Harpsichord (London: T. Skillern, ca. 1795), 20.  
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The existence of this setting alone proves that “Admiral Hosier’s Ghost” was not necessarily the 
tune that, according to Clarkson, “gave a plain account of the subject, with an appropriate 
feeling, to those who heard it.”  
Furthermore, just as Currie had hoped for his song, several composers recognized the 
popularity of this song text and set it, without any express commission from Cowper. To use 
Currie’s words, the poem “attracted the notice” of contemporary British composers John Wall 
Callcott, Richard John Samuel Stevens, Miss Greenwood, John Danby, Joseph Mazzinghi, 
Edward Miller and George Guest. It is also worth noting that the poem had serious staying power 
in the musical culture of the transatlantic antislavery movement. It was printed as “The Negro’s 
Appeal,” a three-part song to the tune of “Isle of Beauty,” in a songbook printed in New York in 
1845.93 These various settings show Dr. Currie’s Steps Four (composers write new musical 
settings), Five (professionals perform the songs in public), and Six (women practice the song in 
their homes) in action. The variety of genres broadens step Five from professional performances 
at public concert venues to include semi-public, amateur glee club performances. Significantly, 
the popularity of songs for domestic consumption confirms that Currie was right to emphasize 
the importance of women as circulators of abolitionist song.  




































John Danby “The Negroe’s 
Complaint: A 
















Sharp, Esq. The 
Music by A 
Female 
Correspondent 

















































Home and all 
it’s Pleasures. 
For One or two 
Voices, the 





















“The Negroes, a 









Step Five: Professional (and Amateur) Musicians Perform the Songs 
Unlike Currie and Roscoe, who wanted their poem to be “brought into notice at Vauxhall 
or one of the theatres,” Cowper’s letters show that he was very invested in his ballad being sung 
on the streets of London.94 On 21 March 1788, for instance, he wrote to let his cousin Lady 
Hesketh know that he had completed three ballads in support of abolition, and that she could 
expect to hear these songs on the streets: “This I tell you my Dear, that if they should happen to 
be sung within your hearing, you may pull your Bell and send for them, because they are your 
Cousin’s.”95 Several days later, he alerted his friend Samuel Rose to the existence of the songs: 
“If you hear Ballads sung in the Streets on the subject of the hardships suffer’d by the poor 
Negroes in the islands, they are probably mine.”96 A few days after that, he wrote again to Lady 
Hesketh. He apologized for not including another one of his anti-slave-trade ballads (“The 
Morning Dream”) in his previous letter, writing, “you must stay until the Sirens of London shall 
bring it to you.”97 On 12 April, he wrote that he was surprised to find out that Lady Hesketh still 
had not heard his ballads on the streets: he assumed they would have “greeted her ears” and 
 
94 Letter from James Currie to Admiral Sir Graham Moore, 16 March 1788, Liverpool Archives, 920 CUR 106. 
 
95 Letter from William Cowper to Lady Hesketh, 21 March 1788, in The Letters and Prose Writings of William 
Cowper, Vol. 3, 130-131. 
 
96 Letter from William Cowper to Samuel Rose, 29 March 1788, in The Letters and Prose Writings of William 
Cowper, Vol. 3, 137. 
 
97 Letter from William Cowper to Lady Hesketh, 31 March 1788, in The Letters and Prose Writings of William 
Cowper, Vol. 3, 140. 
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“eyes” by then.98 With this, evidence about the performance context for “The Negro’s 
Complaint” in Cowper’s letters runs dry. Scholars have assumed that the ballad was indeed sung 
on the streets of London based on Thomas Clarkson’s description of the poem finding “its way 
into the streets, both of the metropolis and of the country, where it was sung as a ballad,” 
discussed above.99 Notated musical scores, however, tell a different story. 
Specifically, scores provide new evidence for the fact that this text was performed in 
diverse musical genres and performing contexts. Some of these songs would have been 
performed by professional musicians at public concerts. For example, Edward Miller and George 
Guest both composed settings whose lengthier forms and slightly larger orchestration were 
linked with public performance repertoire. While scores aimed at domestic consumption were 
typically confined to two or three pages of musical material, Miller’s score is six pages long and 
Guest’s is ten. Both composers treat eight lines of verse as a full stanza. Miller’s two-part song 
from 1789 sets the first four eight-line stanzas to a strophic Andante section in G minor that is 
scored for voice, two violins, viola, and basso continuo. On the fifth stanza of the poem, 
beginning on “Hark he answers, wild tornados,” he switches to a stormy section marked “Allegro 
un poco presto.” This dramatic conclusion to the song is written in G major and expands the 
ensemble to include horns and bassoon.  
Table 2.5. The Form of Miller’s “The Afflicted African” (1789) 
Section Tempo Time 
Signature 
Key Scored for First line of stanza 






Forc’d from home and all its 
pleasures 
 
98 Letter from William Cowper to Lady Hesketh, 12 April 1788, in The Letters and Prose Writings of William 
Cowper, Vol. 3, 145. 
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Hark! He answers, wild 
Tornados 
 
Guest’s setting of the same poem is simpler in terms of orchestration—his score calls for two 
violins, viola and bass—but its through-composed form adds variation. Like Miller, Guest 
dramatizes the storm with a Con Furia section of busy strings.  
Table 2.6. The Form of Guest’s “The Afflicted African” (ca. 1794) 
Section Tempo Time 
Signature 
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wasted 
 
I have found no evidence of either setting of “The Afflicted African” being performed in public 
and neither score includes the name of a particular performer or venue. On the other hand, Miller 
did organize a number of music festivals in London and in northern cities. It is therefore possible 
that his song was intended for one of those public venues.100  
 
100 Frederick Fowler, with J. Edward Day and Leslie Smith, Edward Miller, Organist of Doncaster: His Life and 




The reception history of Cowper’s poem in musical settings, moreover, expands Dr. 
Currie’s Step Five from public performances to semi-public, semi-private spaces such as glee 
clubs. While glees were sometimes performed in public venues like concerts or even as part of 
opera performances, the glee settings by John Danby and Joseph Mazzinghi were probably 
“brought into notice” within the context of male-dominated catch and glee clubs.101 Danby sang 
as a professional member with the Noblemen and Gentlemen’s Catch Club and certainly also 
sang with other London-based glee clubs such as the Anacreontic Society and the Glee Club.102 
The only extant copy of his glee version of “The Negro’s Complaint” that I am aware of is held 
at the Royal Academy of Music. The copy was owned by the composer R. J. S. Stevens, who 
was himself associated with the London-based Catch Club, the Friendly Harmonists, and the 
Harmonists.103 These groups were male-only singing clubs for amateur gentlemen and 
professional musicians. Mazzinghi, on the other hand, is not strongly associated with catch and 
glee-singing societies. He wrote just fourteen glees (compared with Danby’s eighty-three), and 
Emmanuel Rubin writes that his glees were “conceived for the theater and parlor.”104 Yet, the 
copy of Mazzinghi’s glee that I have found was owned (and therefore, most likely sung) by the 
Canterbury Catch Club.105  
 
101 John Danby, “The Negroe’s Complaint: A Serious Glee for Four Voices” (London: Longman and Broderip, ca. 
1790); Joseph Mazzinghi, “The Negroes: A Glee for Three Voices” (London: Goulding, D’Almaine, Potter & Co., 
ca. 1811-1815). 
 
102 Brian Robins, Catch and Glee Culture in Eighteenth-Century England (Woodbridge, UK: The Boydell Press, 
2006), 25, 78.  
 
103 Brian Robins, Catch and Glee Culture in Eighteenth-Century England, 76, 78, 80, 83. 
 
104 Emmanuel Rubin, The English Glee in the Reign of George III: Participatory Art Music for an Urban Society 
(Warren, MI: Harmonie Park Press, 2003), 341. 
 
105 On the Canterbury Catch Club, see Chris Price, The Canterbury Catch Club 1826: Music in the Frame 
(Newcastle: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2019). I am grateful to Chris Price for sharing his index of the 




While these male-dominated catch and glee clubs were the normative performance 
context for Danby and Mazzinghi’s glees, they certainly could have been performed in the home. 
Jane Austen’s Mansfield Park contains a scene in which the Miss Bertrams and Miss Crawford 
perform a glee together, much to Edmund Bertram’s delight.106 Glees sometimes appear in 
women’s music collections from this period as well.107 I will explore domestic glee-singing more 
fully in Chapter 5; for now, I will focus my discussion of female amateur performances of “The 
Negro’s Complaint” on three scores set for voice and keyboard accompaniment. 
 
Step Six, Expanded: Women Like, Sing, Collect, Share, and Compose the Songs 
The three piano-vocal scores set to Cowper’s poem make it abundantly clear that Currie 
was right to hope that his poem would appeal to female amateur musicians. The clearest example 
of Step Six in practice is found in a setting composed by “A Female Correspondent – An 
Amateur,” which was published in The Lady’s Magazine or, Entertaining Companion for the 
Fair Sex, Appropriated Solely to their Use and Amusement in December 1793 (See Appendix, 
Figures 5a-5b, p. 280). The song’s publication in this particular periodical is significant for a 
few reasons. First, the Female Correspondent selected a magazine that would circulate her 
antislavery song widely. Subscription estimates vary, but the song would have reached 10,000 to 
16,000 subscribers, plus many of what Ros Ballaster calls “‘hidden’ readers – those who do not 
subscribe to, or buy, the magazine, but have access to it by some other means.”108 Second, this 
 
106 Jane Austen, Mansfield Park, in The Novels of Jane Austen, ed. R. W. Chapman, 3rd. rev. ed., vol. 3: Mansfield 
Park (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1934), 112-113. 
 
107 I am grateful to Jeanice Brooks for sharing her index of vol. 165 of the Duchess of Buccleuch’s collection, held 
at Boughton House, which contains several glees. On the question of “Did Women Sing Glees?” see also Rubin, The 
English Glee, 151-156. 
 
108 The estimated circulation figures come from Jennie Batchelor, “‘Connections, which are of service…in a more 
advanced age’: The Lady’s Magazine, Community, and Women’s Literary Histories,” Tulsa Studies in Women’s 
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periodical billed itself as the Entertaining Companion for the Fair Sex, Appropriated Solely to 
their Use and Amusement. Such an explicitly feminized title—as opposed to titles targeted to 
male audiences or those with non-gendered titles—suggests a strong connection between the 
performance of abolitionist song and women’s tastes. Rather than being an accurate reflection of 
women’s tastes in literature, fashion, and music, however, the magazine’s contents can be better 
interpreted as a set of many, often conflicting, ideas about eighteenth-century British femininity 
proposed by the magazine’s editors, readers, and correspondents.109 In the years 1792 and 1793, 
this multi-faceted community promoted an ideal of the sentimental woman who was critical of 
slavery. This ideal female subscriber enjoyed reading antislavery poems, both sentimental (two 
different poems under the title “The Negroe’s Complaint”) and ironic (“Pity the Poor 
Africans”).110 She read fictional short stories that used sentiment to humanize enslaved Africans 
(“The Generous Negroes: A Tragical History”) and informed herself about the extraordinary 
intellect of particular enslaved Africans (“On the Power of Mind in American Negroes,” 
“Wonderful Talents of an African Slave”).111 She also unfolded and tore out her copy of “The 
Negro’s Complaint,” bringing it to her keyboard instrument to perform. In performing this song 
at home, she shared her political beliefs with her family, friends, servants, or simply herself, in a 
 
Literature 30.2 (2011): 247; quotation from Ros Ballaster, Margaret Beetham, Elizabeth Frazer, and Sandra Hebron, 
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Eubanks Winkler (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2017), 238-256. 
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musical fashion that was considered to be appropriate for her gender. Although the magazine 
helped to construct this ideal of feminine antislavery behavior, it also reflected the activities of 
real women. Scores by John Wall Callcott (1766-1821) and R. J. S. Stevens (1757-1837) were 
owned by women and reveal the personal relationships involved in the performance of musical 
abolitionism.  
Callcott’s duet, for example, was bound or copied into several music books owned by 
women in the period. The Royal College of Music library holds a printed copy bound in a 
collection once owned by Amelia Goddard, which she passed down to her daughter, Mary 
Hansell.112 At least one of these women practiced from this copy, which contains fingerings 
throughout the keyboard part. A manuscript copy probably owned by Lady Maria Beauclerk is 
transcribed into a copybook held at the University of Chicago.113 Yale University owns two 
binders’ collections containing this song. One is signed and annotated by “Mrs. Reddie” (See 
Appendix, Figure 6, p. 281).114 The other is a volume containing a handwritten signature 
bearing the name “E. A. Lawrance 1799” as well as a stamp that says “E. A. Briscoe 1805.”115 
The similarity of the two names suggests the probability that “E. A. Lawrance” was the maiden 
 
112 John Wall Callcott, “Forc’d from home and all it’s [sic] Pleasures. For One or two Voices, the Words from Mr. 
Cowper’s Negro’s Complaint” (London: T. Skillern, ca. 1797); Royal College of Music, D3452. 
 
113 John Wall Callcott, “Forc’d from home and all it’s [sic] Pleasures. For One or two Voices, the Words from Mr. 
Cowper’s Negro’s Complaint” (London: T. Skillern, 1797); University of Chicago, St Albans Collection of Music, 
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Albans in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The music book into which Callcott’s piece is transcribed, vol. 28, 
is not signed by Lady Maria Beauclerk herself. However, the finding aid suggests that some of the pieces are in her 
handwriting. The less likely owner of this volume is Lady Charlotte Beauclerk, Lady Maria Beauclerk’s predecessor 
and the first wife of her husband, Lord William Beauclerk. Lady Charlotte Beauclerk died in 1797, the year of this 
song’s publication; her handwriting has not been identified in this volume.  
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name of Mrs. “E. A. Briscoe.” The presence of “The Negro’s Complaint” in these volumes 
confirms that women circulated abolitionism by incorporating it into their regular domestic 
music-making activities. For Amelia Goddard, Mrs. Reddie and E. A. Lawrance/Briscoe, this 
included purchasing printed music, practicing the songs, binding the loose sheets in albums, and 
writing out neat tables of contents. For Lady Maria Beauclerk, whose manuscript copybook 
includes contributions by several hands, musical abolitionism was integrated into what Jeanice 
Brooks has described as the “increasingly common practice in which young women used 
manuscript music books to collect pieces from friends and relatives.”116 All four women 
contributed to the circulation of abolitionist ideas by playing and singing Callcott’s song, either 
alone during private practice or in front of friends and family at social gatherings. 
R. J. S. Stevens’s unpublished setting of “The Negro’s Complaint,” which he dedicated 
and gave to Anna Maria Jeffery, gives still more evidence that Dr. Currie’s Step Six was 
important in practice.117 Jeffery was Stevens’s favorite music student, and he fell in love with her 
shortly after she began taking lessons with him in 1788.118 Although she rejected his first 
marriage proposal in 1799, they eventually wed in 1810. Unfortunately, the sources concerning 
their relationship are one-sided: while Stevens’s highly detailed Recollections are held at the 
University of Cambridge, no such record of Jeffery’s personal life exists, which could shed light 
on her opinions about her teacher-turned-husband, the abolition of the slave trade, or any other 
matter. Nevertheless, the manuscript itself hints towards Jeffery’s abolitionist music-making (See 
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Appendix, Figures 7a-7c, pp. 281-282). First, the dedication, “R. J. S. Stevens for Miss Jeffery” 
on the top right-hand corner of the first page of the score suggests that Stevens believed Jeffery 
would appreciate this music. Based on his effusive comments on O strike the harp, another piece 
he dedicated to Jeffery, his dedications to her were deeply personal: 
The invention of joining three Voices with the double Accompaniment upon the Piano 
Forte, originated with me, in O strike the harp. It was composed for two Ladies, Sisters, 
that each might sing a part, and play a part on the Piano Forte at the same time: I usually 
sung the Base. The Luxurious delight, which I have experienced in hearing, and 
Performing this Composition with those it was expressly composed for, is far beyond my 
power of description. I gave my favourite Pupil a compleat Copy of it in my writing.119 
 
Evidently, O strike the harp held a special meaning for Stevens because it allowed him to join in 
the performance. The fact that he gave Jeffery the gift of “a compleat Copy of it in [his] writing” 
may also have added to the piece’s personal significance. While Stevens’s setting of “The 
Negro’s Complaint” is written for a single voice and keyboard, lessening the probability of 
shared performance, Stevens may have wanted to use this piece to connect with his beloved over 
a shared political interest.  
Additionally, Jeffery’s inscriptions on the title page suggest Stevens was correct in 
believing his student would want to perform music that was critical of the slave trade. Jeffery 
marked her ownership of the manuscript by signing her name to the top left-hand corner of the 
title page. Based on the slant and shape of her letters, Jeffery also appears to have supplied the 
note underneath Stevens’s title: “Altered from Miss Greenwood’s song.” Did Jeffery play 
through the song and notice musical similarities to a song she knew by Miss Greenwood? Or did 
Stevens tell his student about his compositional process, which she noted down on her copy of 
the score? And more importantly: who was this Miss Greenwood?  
 




I believe Miss Greenwood may have been related by marriage to a Mrs. Greenwood who 
appears in Stevens’s Recollections in 1811. At that time, a year after Stevens and Jeffery had 
married, Mrs. Greenwood came to breastfeed their newborn child, Richard. On 8 August, 
Stevens writes, 
Thursday August the 8th, it was discovered that the Child had not strength sufficient to 
draw his Mother’s Milk. We then applied to Mrs. Greenwood, who was suckling her 
infant, and she came occasionally to my Son; all of us thinking that her Milk would flow 
much easier than my dearest Anna’s milk.120 
 
Stevens’s note on 17 August suggests that Mrs. Greenwood was not a hired wet-nurse, but a 
friend or acquaintance: 
[W]e were advised by Mr. Croft (I believe very foolishly) to have a Wet Nurse for my 
son. We engaged one, Sarah Cole her name. Notwithstanding this engagement, Mrs. 
Greenwood came to the Child occasionally, and her son John Greenwood used to draw 
Anna’s breast, having more strength than my Son Richard.121 
 
A month later, Mrs. Greenwood accompanied the couple and their child from the Charterhouse 
in Clerkenwell, an almshouse and school where Stevens worked as organist, back to Anna 
Maria’s father’s home in Peckham.122 Using the date (1811), location (the Charterhouse in 
Clerkenwell), and the name of the son (John Greenwood) mentioned in the Recollections, I have 
found a baptismal record that suggests potential first names for family members of Miss 
Greenwood. According to the Registers and Monumental Inscriptions of Charterhouse Chapel 
(1892), John Greenwood, son of Thomas and Betsey Greenwood, was baptized in 1811 at the 
Charterhouse.123 Among the many Thomas Greenwoods living in London in 1811, one presents 
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himself as an interesting candidate for the brother of the mysterious female composer. A second-
generation scene painter from the parish of St James in Clerkenwell, this Thomas Greenwood 
(ca. 1779-1832) had two unmarried sisters, Elizabeth Ann and Susan, either of whom may have 
been Miss Greenwood.124 While I cannot say for certain whether any of these Clerkenwell-based 
Greenwoods was related to the Miss Greenwood on whose song R. J. S. Stevens based his 
composition, the unmistakable musical similarities between Stevens’s setting and the one 
published in The Lady’s Magazine show that she was the anonymous female composer of that 
setting.  
Although Stevens altered Greenwood’s meter from triple to quadruple, varied her 
harmonies, balanced out her phrasings and added figures to the bass line, there are key musical 
similarities in these two songs written in the key of E-flat Major. Stylistically, both songs feature 
traits strongly associated with eighteenth-century British music for the “fair sex”: short length, 
strophic form, voice and keyboard accompaniment, tuneful melodies, and overall ease of playing 
and singing.125 More than that, there are several moments of near or exact quotation in these 
songs. Take, for example, the opening phrases on the words, “Forc’d from home and all its 
pleasures,” which can be seen in Examples 2.3 and 2.4. Stevens inverts Greenwood’s initial 
 
124 Thomas Greenwood, will dated 8 April 1796, proved 11 November 1797, The National Archives UK, PROB 
11/1298/88; Elizabeth Ann Greenwood, will dated 28 April 1798, proved 7 November 1857, The National Archives 
UK, PROB 11/1598/71; Philip H. Highfill, Jr., Kalman A. Burnim, and Edward A. Langhans, “Greenwood, 
Thomas, d. 1797, scene painter,” in A Biographical Dictionary of Actors, Actresses, Musicians, Dancers, Managers, 
& Other Stage Personnel in London, 1660-1800, vol. 6: Garrick to Gyngell, (Carbondale, IL: Southern Illinois 
University Press, 1978), 340-344; Philip H. Highfill, Jr., Kalman A. Burnim, and Edward A. Langhans, 
“Greenwood, Thomas, c. 1779-1832, scene painter,” in A Biographical Dictionary of Actors, Actresses, Musicians, 
Dancers, Managers, & Other Stage Personnel in London, 1660-1800, vol. 6: Garrick to Gyngell, (Carbondale, IL: 
Southern Illinois University Press, 1978), 344-346; Catherine Haill, “Greenwood, Thomas (bap. 1752?, d. 1797), 
scene-painter,” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, 23 Sep 2004, Accessed 14 Nov 2019, 
https://www.oxforddnb.com/view/10.1093/ref:odnb/9780198614128.001.0001/odnb-9780198614128-e-39768. 
125 Head, “‘If the pretty little hand won’t stretch,’” 214. Stevens’s use of figured bass increases the difficulty of his 




pickup to move from G up to B-flat and likewise descends to land on the E-flat by the end of the 
phrase. The second half of this phrase is a clear quotation: note the same pitches used to ascend 
from F to C and to descend from C to G on “Afric’s coast I left forlorn.” 
 
Example 2.3. Miss Greenwood, “The Negro’s Complaint,” in The Lady’s Magazine 
(1793), mm. 1-4 
 
Example 2.4. R. J. S. Stevens, “The Negro’s Complaint” (c. 1798?), mm. 9-12 
Another moment of obvious quotation occurs half-way through the stanza, on the words “Men 
from England bought and sold me”: 
 
Example 2.5. Miss Greenwood, “The Negro’s Complaint,” in The Lady’s Magazine 
(1793), mm. 13-14 
  




Both composers dramatize this moment with a unison descending E-flat Major arpeggio. Stevens 
calls attention to his quotation by forgoing the figured bass he includes throughout the rest of the 
piece, copying Greenwood’s use of bare octaves.  
In light of these quotations, other similarities in contour and pitch content, even without 
exact quotation, seem more meaningful. For example, Stevens’s setting of the words “O’er the 
raging billows borne” in mm. 14-16 (see Example 2.8) refers to without quoting the pitches and 
descending contour that Greenwood uses for these words (see Example 2.7). He outlines the 
same pitches that she uses in her first descent—E-flat to B-flat—although he condenses the 
musical material and eliminates the second half of Greenwood’s phrase. 
 
Example 2.7. Miss Greenwood, “The Negro’s Complaint,” in The Lady’s Magazine 
(1793), mm. 7-11 
  
Example 2.8. R. J. S. Stevens, “The Negro’s Complaint” (c. 1798?), mm. 13-16 
Interestingly, Stevens’s setting of the preceding words, “To increase a stranger’s treasure” is a 
closer match in terms of pitch and rhythm to Greenwood’s setting of the words “O’er the raging 
billows borne”: compare mm. 13-14 in Example 2.8 to mm. 8-9 in Example 2.7. Therefore, 
while Stevens’s setting of these words does not exactly match his model, the similarities are 
enough to call Greenwood’s setting to mind. 
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Despite these similarities, Stevens’s setting is certainly “Altered” from Greenwood’s. In 
addition to changing the meter from triple to quadruple, Stevens reworks Greenwood’s phrasing. 
Greenwood pairs phrases of four and six, and then four and seven measures, with the longer 
phrases expanding to allow for text repetition. She also breaks up Cowper’s stanza with a two-
measure keyboard interlude and concludes with a two-measure keyboard ending. In contrast, 
Stevens repeats no part of the text, which allows him to write symmetrical, four-measure 
phrases, framed by an eight-measure keyboard introduction and four-measure conclusion to the 
stanza.  
Table 2.7. Phrase Structure in Greenwood and Stevens’s settings of “The Negro’s Complaint” 
Cowper’s text: Stanza 1 Greenwood Stevens 
  8 mm intro 
Forc’d from home and all its pleasure, 2 mm 4 mm 2 mm 4 mm 
Afric’s coast I left forlorn, 2 mm 2 mm 
To increase a stranger’s treasure, 2 mm 6 mm 2 mm 4 mm 
O’er the raging billows borne 





 2 mm interlude  
Men from England bought and sold me, 2 mm 4 mm 2 mm 4 mm 
Paid my price in paltry gold, 2 mm 2 mm 
But tho’ theirs they have enroll’d me, 2 mm 7 mm 2 mm 4 mm 
Minds are never to be sold. 
[minds are never,  






 2 mm ending 4 mm ending 
 
It is difficult to say whether Stevens’s editorial work shows respect for or dismissal of 
Greenwood’s efforts.126 There is no mention of “The Negro’s Complaint” in Stevens’s detailed 
Recollections, which might have shed light on why a highly regarded professional male musician 
 
126 For a discussion of another male composer’s revision of a female composer’s work, also involving future spouses 
but in a different situation, see Jeffrey Kallberg, “The Harmony of the Tea Table: Gender and Ideology in the Piano 




would revise and rewrite the composition of a self-proclaimed female amateur musician and then 
dedicate it to another female amateur musician.127 One thing is certain, however: Greenwood’s 
widely circulated piece was known intimately by Stevens.  
To my ear, Miss Greenwood’s compositional choices also resonate with two other E-flat 
Major anti-slave-trade songs: Guest’s cantata setting of Cowper’s “The Negro’s Complaint” and 
Ross’s setting of Currie and Roscoe’s “The African.” The first formal section of George Guest’s 
“The Afflicted African” shares a number of musical features with Greenwood’s song, not least of 
which are his use of E-flat Major, triple meter, and frequent usage of dotted rhythms. Guest’s 
melodies frequently bear similarities to Greenwood’s in terms of pitch, contour, and rhythm, 
often landing on the same pitches at the same words. Compare the opening melodies used by 
Greenwood (Example 2.3, above) and Guest: 
  
Example 2.9. George Guest, “The Afflicted African,” mm. 9-12 
Like Stevens, Guest inverts Greenwood’s opening pick-up, and descends to an alternation 
between E-flat and D on the word “pleasure(s).” He also uses the same general rhythmic patterns 
to set the second half of the line and descends from C to G. Moreover, the first section of Guest’s 
cantata uses a similar phrase structure to Greenwood’s song, extending the phrases by repeating 
the text of every fourth line (see Table 2.8, below).  
Table 2.8. Phrase Structure in Greenwood and Guest’s settings of “The Negro’s Complaint” 
Cowper’s text: Stanza 1 Greenwood Guest 
  8 mm intro 
Forc’d from home and all its pleasure, 2 mm 4 mm 2 mm 4 mm 
 
127 Mark Argent, ed., Recollections of R. J. S. Stevens: an Organist in Georgian London (London: Macmillan, 1992). 
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Afric’s coast I left forlorn, 2 mm 2 mm 
To increase a stranger’s treasure, 2 mm 6 mm 2 mm 6 mm 
O’er the raging billows borne 





 2 mm interlude 4 mm  
Men from England bought and sold me, 2 mm 4 mm 2 mm 4 mm 
Paid my price in paltry gold, 2 mm 2 mm 
But tho’ theirs they have enroll’d me, 2 mm 7 mm 2 mm 6 mm 
Minds are never to be sold. 
[minds are never,  







 2 mm ending 4 mm ending 
 
Without a definitive date (the only two extant copies I know of suggest either ca. 1790 or ca. 
1794) or clear acknowledgement of his debt to Greenwood, it is impossible to claim that 
Greenwood influenced Guest. The musical similarities do strongly suggest the possibility, 
however, given her song’s wide circulation and known influence on Stevens’s setting.  
Furthermore, even if Greenwood did not influence Guest, I would still argue that the 
experience of singing and playing through these two pieces at my own keyboard felt similar to 
me: my fingers were placed on many of the same pitches, in the same octave, and at the same 
moment in the melodic phrase. Likewise, singing the same pitches on the same words—such as 
the alternation between E-flat and D on the word “pleasure”—linked the experiences of singing 
these melodies in my mind. Eighteenth-century musicians with both of these songs in their 
practice may also have heard and felt the similarities between these two songs on the same text. 
Similarly, John Ross’s setting of Currie and Roscoe’s “The African” has musical 
similarities to Greenwood’s setting of Cowper’s “The Negro’s Complaint.” Both songs use E-flat 
Major and triple meter and are presented in a short, piano-vocal score. More significantly, like 
Greenwood, Ross also uses the descending E-flat Major arpeggio at a key moment half-way 




Example 2.10. John Ross, “The African,” mm. 25-27 
Not only does Ross use the same melodic contour, but he highlights the choice by using bare 
octaves in the keyboard part. As with Guest’s composition, I have no direct evidence to prove 
that Ross modeled his compositional choices on Miss Greenwood’s song. The fact that he set a 
different antislavery poem makes the musical connections between the two pieces more remote. 
On the other hand, Greenwood’s song was widely circulated through its publication in The 
Lady’s Magazine in 1793. So when Ross did publish his antislavery song in 1796, subscribers to 
the magazine who knew Greenwood’s song may well have heard and felt in that E-flat Major 
descending arpeggio recollections of Greenwood’s antislavery song. 
 Women played a crucial role in the dissemination of abolitionism through song, even 
when the poet was not aware of this fact. In different ways, all three settings of “The Negro’s 
Complaint” show that women were presumed to or did in fact perform antislavery songs in their 
homes: Greenwood’s setting was assumed to fit the tastes of The Lady’s Magazine’s female 
readership, R. J. S. Stevens’s song was calculated to please his wife-to-be, and Callcott’s setting 
was bound into women’s music collections from this period. Together, the setting in the Lady’s 
Magazine and the one by R. J. S. Stevens show that one woman, whom I have identified as Miss 
Greenwood, was an influential composer of abolitionist song. John Wall Callcott’s song shows 






The biography of Miss Greenwood remains as yet a mystery. I know that she composed 
this song and that she must have been known by name to Stevens and his circle of London-based 
musicians. I have posited that she may have been related to the Mrs. Greenwood of Stevens’s 
Recollections, and have conjectured about several of her possible family members based in 
Clerkenwell. No matter who she was, though, Miss Greenwood represents the connections 
between women’s music-making and the abolition movement—connections which have been 
missed in historiographies of abolition centered on other activities and actors. Currie’s letters, 
and the six steps I have drawn from them, show the theoretical importance of female amateur 
musicians to the circulation of abolitionist poetry. The reception of Cowper’s poem reveals the 
significance of women in practice.  
The next three chapters paint a more detailed picture of women’s musical abolitionism, 
exploring the ways women incorporated antislavery songs into their everyday lives. I explore the 
practice of polite shopping in the next chapter, before moving on to socializing and playing with 
identity. Though these light, enjoyable activities may seem a world away from the political work 
of abolishing the slave trade, I show that they could become poignant moments in women’s lives 









Chapter 3. Shopping for Serious Antislavery Songs in London, ca. 1800 
 
As we saw in the previous chapter, the British musical marketplace helped to circulate 
abolitionist ideas. This chapter examines the musical marketplace from the perspective of a 
shopper in London in the year 1800. Since the 1980s, women’s studies scholars have pushed for 
recognition of the importance of shopping in women’s lives in Georgian Britain.1 Amanda 
Vickery goes so far as to characterize shopping as an occupation: “As far as genteel women were 
concerned,” she writes, “shopping was a form of employment and one that was most effectively 
performed by women.”2 Consumption and its opposite, abstention, were also key forms of 
women’s abolitionism in the period. Women purchased antislavery goods like scores, pamphlets, 
and novels, all the while abstaining from slave-grown sugar.3 I see shopping for the scores of 
serious antislavery songs as another key form of engaging in and promoting an important 
political cause. In an age when women were excluded from contributing to the cause of abolition 
through the official channels, reminding one’s friends and family members about the pressing 
 
1 Lorna Weatherill, “A Possession of One’s Own: Women and Consumer Behavior in England, 1660-1740,” Journal 
of British Studies 25 (1986): 131-156; Helen Berry, “Polite Consumption: Shopping in Eighteenth-Century 
England,” Transactions of the Royal Historical Society 12 (2002): 375-394; Claire Walsh, “Shops, Shopping, and 
the Art of Decision Making in Eighteenth-Century England,” in Gender, Taste, and Material Culture in Britain and 
North America 1700-1830, ed. John Styles and Amanda Vickery (New Haven: The Yale Center for British Art, 
2006), 151-177. 
 
2 Amanda Vickery, The Gentleman’s Daughter: Women’s Lives in Georgian England (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1999), 164. 
 
3 Clare Midgley, Women Against Slavery: The British Campaigns, 1780-1870 (London: Routledge, 1992); Charlotte 
Sussman, “Women and the Politics of Sugar, 1792,” Representations 48 (1994): 48-69; Deirdre Coleman, 
“Conspicuous Consumption: White Abolitionism and English Women’s Protest Writing in the 1790s,” English 
Literary History 61 (1994): 341-362; Elizabeth Kowaleski-Wallace, Consuming Subjects: Women, Shopping, and 
Business in the Eighteenth Century (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997), Chapter 3: “Sugar”; Julie L. 
Holcomb, Moral Commerce: Quakers and the Transatlantic Boycott of the Slave Labor Economy (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 2016), 36-62. Not all of this literature is celebratory about women’s achievements: Coleman and 
Sussman in particular point out the problematic racial underpinnings of white women’s abstention practices in the 




need for abolition by bringing home a sentimental song was a small but significant act that 
women could perform in their everyday lives.  
Where might a female amateur musician purchase music that supported the anti-slave-
trade movement? What other types of music would have been available to her in the years 
between 1787 and 1807? By 1800, a woman could enter any number of shops in London and 
purchase or hear music about the nature and enslavement of Africans. At Mr. Betts’s musical 
instrument warehouse in the North Piazza of the Royal Exchange, for example, she might catch 
an earful of the orchestral and chamber works of Joseph Antonio Emidy (1775-1835), a formerly 
enslaved African who was making his name as a composer, violinist, and teacher in Cornwall.4 
At No. 78 Fleet Street, she could enter the shop of the magazine publishers, Harrison, Cluse & 
Co. in order to test out the “elegant and exquisitely fine-toned” piano-forte that sat at the front of 
the shop.5 This was a specimen of the type of piano-forte that was to be provided for free to 
subscribers who paid for every issue of Harrison and Cluse’s Piano-Forte Magazine. A 
subscriber who stopped by to try out the instrument in 1800 may perhaps have pulled out her 
new copy of The Padlock (1768), Charles Dibdin and Isaac Bickerstaffe’s hit afterpiece opera 
 
4 For a contemporary account of an informal concert of Emidy’s music held on the upper floor of this shop, see 
James Silk Buckingham, Autobiography of James Silk Buckingham; Including his Voyages, Travels, Adventures, 
Speculations, Successes and Failures, Faithfully and Frankly Narrated, Interspersed with Characteristic Sketches of 
Public Men with whom he has had Intercourse, During a Period of More than Fifty Years. With a Portrait, Vol. 1 
(London: Longman, Brown, Green, and Longmans, 1855), 170-171. For more recent scholarship on Emidy, see 
Richard McGrady, “Joseph Emidy: an African in Cornwall,” The Musical Times 127 (1986): 619-621+623; Samuel 
A. Floyd, The Transformation of Black Music: The Rhythms, the Songs, and the Ships of the African Diaspora 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 54, 68. Incidentally, the owner of the shop that held Emidy’s concert 
seems to have been the John Betts indicted in an assault case in 1794. See Jenny Nex and Lance Whitehead, 
“Musical Instrument Making in Georgian London, 1753-1809: Evidence from the Proceedings of the Old Bailey and 
the Middlesex Sessions of the Peace,” Eighteenth-Century Music 2, no. 2 (2005): 254, 265. 
 
5 Frank Kidson, British Music Publishers, Printers and Engravers: London, Provincial, Scottish, and Irish. From 
Queen Elizabeth’s Reign to George the Fourth’s, with Select Bibliographical Lists of Musical Works Printed and 
Published within that Period (London: W. E. Hill & Sons, 1900), 60-61; “To the Lovers of Musick. Prospectus for 
the Piano-Forte Magazine; with Elegant Piano-Fortes (Gratis), Far superior to what are frequently Sold for Twenty-
Five Guineas each. Being the Grandest and most Advantageous Plan ever offered to the Publick” (London: Harrison 




that featured the enslaved Black character of Mungo; this score had been recently re-published in 
this magazine.6 Further west and south, she might stop by No. 20, Charles Street.7 This was the 
site of the grocer’s-turned-book-shop of Ann and William Sancho, the widow and son of Ignatius 
Sancho.8 At the Sanchos’ bookshop, patrons might buy any remaining copies of Ignatius 
Sancho’s music books that were still in stock.9 These music books would give a fuller picture of 
Sancho’s life, complementing the fifth edition of the Letters that William Sancho published in 
1803. In between these locations—Mr. Betts’s music warehouse and Harrison, Cluse & Co.’s 
magazine publishing house to the east and the Sanchos’ bookshop to the west—were dozens of 
music warehouses, which sold printed music and instruments and provided other music-related 
services.  
Many of the scores sold in these shops contained song lyrics that addressed the problems 
of slavery and the slave trade in a more direct manner than did Emidy’s instrumental works, 
 
6 Charles Dibdin and Isaac Bickerstaffe, “The Padlock: A Comic Opera, Composed & Adapted for the Piano Forte 
by C. Dibdin,” The Piano-Forte Magazine, vol. 5, No. 6 (ca. 1798). According to “The London Stage Data 
Visualisations, 1660-1800” on the Eighteenth-Century Drama database, this afterpiece ranked as one of the top 50 
most performed works on the London stage from 1660-1800, with 323 performances from its premiere to the year 
1800. The afterpiece was most popular in the 1760s and 1770s but continued to see at least a few performances per 




7 For reference, I have included a map of the city’s music shops where one could purchase serious antislavery songs 
below on page 118. This map includes Mr. Betts’s and Harrison, Cluse & Co’s shops in the City of London and 
Sancho’s shop in the City of Westminster. 
 
8 Kate Moffatt, “A Search for Firm Evidence: Uncovering Ann Sancho, Bookseller,” June 25, 2020, The Women’s 
Print History Project Website, Accessed January 17, 2021, https://womensprinthistoryproject.com/blog/post/20; Ian 
Marxsted, “SANCHO, William [Leach],” Exeter Working Papers in Book History Website, Accessed January 17, 
2021, https://bookhistory.blogspot.com/2007/01/london-1775-1800-s.html; Frances Crewe, ed., Sancho’s Letters, 
with Memoirs of his Life by Joseph Jekyll Esqr., M.P. (London: Printed for Wm. Sancho, No. 20 Charles Street, 
Westminster, Decr. 20th 1802); David Fallon, “‘Stuffd up with books’: the bookshops and business of Thomas Payne 
and Son, 1740-1831,” History of Retailing and Consumption 5, no. 3 (2019): 232. 
 
9 According to Vincent Carretta, one of the foremost experts on Sancho’s life, Ignatius Sancho had sold the newly 
discovered Cottillions, Country-Dances, &c. Humbly Dedicated, with Permission, to the Princess-Royal, by her 
Royal Highnesss Most Obedient Servant, Ignatius Sancho (ca. 1776) “at his Tea and Snuff-Shop.” See Vincent 




Dibdin’s operas, or Sancho’s dance pieces. Some, like the settings of “The Negro’s Complaint” 
and “The African” that were examined in the last chapter, coupled a serious poetic treatment of 
the problems of slavery and the slave trade with a serious musical tone. These songs often used 
slow tempos with either a sentimental sighing melody calculated to elicit a tearful response or 
grandiose, marching rhythms that inspired respect and admiration. On the opposite end of the 
spectrum were songs whose lyrics treated West Indian slavery as if it were acceptable and 
framed slavery as a condition that was supposedly enjoyable to its victims. Songs with this 
proslavery message elicited laughter and gaiety with their simple, upbeat and lighthearted 
melodies.10  
In this chapter, I map out a group of London music shops from the late eighteenth and 
early nineteenth centuries that sold at least one song whose music and text treated the problem of 
slavery in a serious manner. To accompany this map, I also provide a table of the antislavery 
songs that were sold at each shop, which includes the first lines of the lyrics as well as the keys 
and expressive markings indicated on the scores. Next, I ask what it might have been like to 
enter one of these shops. Using a trade card and other contemporary sources, I explore the types 
of goods and services that patrons could purchase at Fentum’s Music Warehouse, the shop that 
printed and sold “The Negro’s Lamentation” (1800) by William Howard (d. 1834). Finally, I 
consider various ways that this particular score fit into musical, poetic, political, and consumer-
focused categories that would have been recognizable to Britons in the years of the anti-slave-
trade movement. While Fentum’s patrons in 1800 would not have used my term “serious 
 
10 In the middle of this spectrum lies a group of songs that featured an enslaved narrator who complained bitterly 
about slavery but who nevertheless sang in a lighthearted musical style. Two famous examples of this style are 
Mungo’s arias from The Padlock, as discussed in Chapter 1. I will explore additional examples of this ambiguous 




antislavery song” to describe the score in question, I argue that they would nevertheless have 
seen and heard musical, poetic, and political similarities between this score and others in my 
category. To make this argument, I compare the musical and poetic features of “The Negro’s 
Lamentation” to the sentimental musical style used in operas by Mozart, Piccinni, and Paisiello 
and to the text of Cowper’s “The Negro’s Complaint,” which should by now be familiar to the 
reader. Next, I discuss four more scores of serious antislavery songs from this period as a way to 
illustrate the two musical approaches to this genre: sentimental and grandiose. John Ambrose’s 
“The Captive Negroe” (1796) and William Parke’s “The Indian’s Complaint in Captivity” (1790) 
exemplify the sentimental style and show that this musical approach was used with serious 
antislavery poetry that appropriated a faux “West Indian” dialect. Thomas Beilby’s “The Dying 
Negro” (1792) and Frank Sayers’s “The Dying Negro” (1792) represent the grandiose style. As a 
counterexample to these serious antislavery songs, I conclude by examining the poetic and 
musical features of one comical proslavery song: Charlotte Dallas’s “The Bonja Song” (1802).  
In keeping with the broader focus of my dissertation on the relationship between 
abolitionism and amateur music-making, I center my discussion here on the lived experience and 
musical knowledge of a patron at Fentum’s Music Warehouse, rather than on the ideas of the 
poet or the composer. I am imagining a female shopper who was aware of abolitionist arguments 
and who kept up-to-date with trends in musical life, such as Miss Greenwood, Anna Maria 
Jeffery, or Hannah Lightbody. In late December of 1787, Hannah Lightbody recorded in her 
diary that she visited London; on 29 December she “shopped all day.”11 How might an amateur 
musician like Lightbody have contextualized “The Negro’s Lamentation” on a London shopping 
trip in the year 1800? What other antislavery songs might she have encountered unintentionally, 
 




while browsing the shelves of a music shop, or intentionally, while searching for a particular 
score she had heard about?  
While I have selected Fentum’s Music Warehouse to be the telling example of my 
chapter, browsing for scores at a physical shop was only one of several ways a musician like 
Lightbody could access a score in this period. Scores such as Miss Greenwood’s setting of “The 
Negro’s Complaint” were delivered to homes across the country through magazine subscription; 
others may have been delivered through the mail, folded up in a friend’s letter.12 Furthermore, 
while my main focus here is on the market for notated musical scores, the antislavery ideas that 
these scores promoted in poetry and music were also circulated in broadside ballads, which 
lacked notated music but supplied the name of the tune. The system for selling these other pieces 
of musical paper oftentimes intersected with the market I describe here, and antislavery ballads 
like Hannah More and Eaglesfield Smith’s “The Sorrows of Yamba” may well have been 
purchased from “Booksellers, Newsmen, and Hawkers” working in bookshops near to or on the 
streets outside of the music shops I examine here.13 As I pointed out in the last chapter, however, 
the relationship between abolitionism and ballad-singing has drawn the attention of several 
scholars, while the anti-slave-trade context of domestic music-making has not been examined in 
detail. In order to frame the act of buying notated musical scores as a key part of the process of 
making antislavery music in the home, therefore, I focus on purchasing a score sold at Fentum’s. 
 
12 For more on these modes of musical consumption, including “proxy shopping” on behalf of a friend or family 
member, see Jeanice Brooks, “Making Music,” in Jane Austen: Writer in the World, ed. Kathryn Sutherland 
(Oxford: Bodleian Library, 2017), 36-55; for an early American context for music shopping, see Glenda Goodman, 
Cultivated by Hand: Amateur Musicians in the Early American Republic (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020), 
103-135.  
 
13 “Cheap Repository for Moral & Religious Publications. The Price of which is in general an Halfpenny or a Penny, 
and will seldom exceed Two-pence. Two or three new ones will be published every Month” (London: J. Marshall, 
ca. 1796), 12; Oskar Cox Jensen, The Ballad-Singer in Georgian and Victorian London (Cambridge: Cambridge 




Shopping for Serious Antislavery Songs 
Where in London could a musician purchase a serious antislavery song in 1800? In the 
map (Figure 3.1) and table (Table 3.1) below, I organize a group of such songs by the London 
address of the music-seller who printed and sold the score. Other copies of each score listed here 
were very likely sold at other music shops and music circulating libraries around the city and 
around the country. My table does not include scores that were circulated in manuscript, through 
magazine subscription, or those whose publication information indicated that the scores were 
published outside of London.14 I do not include text-only ballad sources that featured serious 
antislavery poems.15 In terms of the musical and textual content of the scores, the songs 
represented here can be described as sentimental and/or grandiose. 
 
14 This leaves out one manuscript, one magazine song, and one score that was likely published in Edinburgh, 
respectively: Richard John Samuel Stevens, “The Negro’s Complaint. Altered from Miss Greenwood’s Song,” 
Autograph Score, [ca. 1798], British Library, Add. Ms 31813 f. 164; Miss Greenwood/A Female Correspondent—
An Amateur, “The Negro’s Complaint. The Words by a Gentleman; Inscribed to Granville Sharp, Esq.,” The Lady’s 
Magazine 24 (1793): n. p.; Thomas Hamly Butler, “The Hapless Negro Boy: A new Song set to Music by T. H. 
Butler, Author of Lewie Gordon, &c. &c” [Edinburgh]: for the Author, ca. 1790. 
 
15 This means I exclude, for example, broadside ballads like “Negro Boy Sold for a Watch” (London: J. Jennings, 
[1802-1809]) and “The Desponding Negro” (London: J. Jennings, [1802-1809]). These are bound into a massive 






Figure 3.1. A Map of London Music Shops that Sold Serious Antislavery Songs in Score 
Format.16 






Composer Song Title Poet First line17 Key Tempo/ 
Expressive 
Marking 
W. P. R. Cope, 
22 Mount St, 
near the Asylum, 
Westminster Rd 
W. P. R. 
Cope 








16 The coordinates on this current map of London are approximations of the historical locations of each shop, which 
I was able to find using Richard Horwood’s highly detailed Plan of the Cities of London and Westminster the 
Borough of Southwark, and Parts Adjoining Shewing every House (1792-1799). I have relied on the digital 
Horwood map reproduced on Matthew Sangster’s “Romantic London” website, accessed February 9, 2021, 
http://www.romanticlondon.org/explore-horwoods-plan/#13/51.5081/-0.0972.  
 
17 Multiple settings of the same poem sometimes used slightly different lyrics. First lines are given here as they are 





































































































































































18 Preston and Son also had a shop at Exeter Change, which is not marked on the map. 
 
19 Longman & Broderip also had a shop at 26 Cheapside, which is not shown on the map but would be located on 
the east, over by Thompson’s in St Paul’s Church Yard. 
 












Goulding & Co., 
45 Pall Mall 
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21 This score contains no composer’s name but is attributed to “Vento” in the advertisement for its upcoming 
publication in No. 7 of The Feast of Apollo (1789): 102. 
 























































Even this small survey of scores printed and sold at London music shops gives a sense of 
how common it would have been to enter a music shop and encounter a score for a serious 
antislavery song. I now turn to a new question: what would it have been like to enter one of these 
establishments? How would browsing through one of these shops have compared to the 
experience of entering the shops of contemporary booksellers like James Phillips, who 
specialized in publishing antislavery pamphlets and tracts?24 To answer these questions, let us 
enter Fentum’s Music Warehouse. 
 
Fentum’s Music Warehouse, No. 78, The Strand 
In the year 1800, Fentum’s Music Warehouse stood at No. 78, the Strand, at the corner of 
Salisbury Street—a few cross-streets away from Preston & Sons’ better-known and more 
 
23 Henry Thompson’s predecessors published two of Ignatius Sancho’s music volumes that he published under his 
own name (Twelve Country Dances and Cottillions &c). They also sold his first volume of Minuets, Cotillions & 
Country Dances, which he had published under the name “An African.” See “A Catalogue of Music Printed and 
Sold by Samuel, Ann, and Peter Thompson, No. 75, St. Paul’s Church Yard, London; Where may be had all Kinds 
of Musical Instruments” (London, Samuel, Ann, and Peter Thompson, ca. 1781). See also Kidson, British Music 
Publishers, Printers and Engravers, 125-130. 
 
24 Judith Jennings, The Business of Abolishing the Slave Trade 1783-1807 (London: Routledge, 1997). Phillips’s 
business was a Quaker one, not just an abolitionist one, but he quickly took on the role of official printer for the 




expansive music shop at No. 97.25 Fentum’s shop was situated just a short walk from the opera 
house at Covent Garden via Southampton Street.26 Compared to large firms like Preston & Sons 
or Longman & Broderip, whose court documents, financial records, and/or catalogues have been 
preserved and studied, John Fentum’s music business has received minimal scholarly attention.27 
The proprietor, John Fentum (fl. ca. 1770-1806), was a music-seller who also played the violin 
and viola with the Academy of Ancient Music, the New Musical Fund, and the Handel 
Commemorations at Westminster Abbey.28 According to his trade card from 1811 (see Figure 
3.2, below), Fentum stocked his music shop with a wide variety of musical goods and services. 
At Fentum’s, patrons could purchase or rent musical instruments—including full sets of 
instruments for a military band—or could bring in their own instruments to be repaired and 
tuned. Parents and school headmistresses could engage teachers for the young women in their 
care: “The Piano Forte, Harp &c. &c.” were “[t]aught and Schools regularly attended.” Opera- 
and concert-goers could obtain tickets for a single night’s entertainment or for an entire season 
 
25 Nancy A. Mace, “The Preston Copyright Records and the Market for Music in Late Eighteenth- and Early 
Nineteenth-Century England,” Proceedings of the Bibliographical Society of America 113, no. 1 (2019): 1-54.  
 
26 Kidson, British Music Publishers, Printers and Engravers, 46-47. 
 
27 Larger firms like Preston & Sons and Longman & Broderip have been discussed by many scholars. See Michael 
Kassler, ed., The Music Trade in Georgian England (Abingdon, UK: Ashgate, 2011); Nancy A. Mace, “The Market 
for Music in the Late Eighteenth Century and the Entry Books of the Stationers’ Company,” The Library 10, no. 2 
(2009): 157-187; Yu Lee An, “Music Publishing from 1780 to 1837 as Reflected in Music Publishers’ Catalogues of 
Music for Sale: A Bibliography and Commentary” (PhD diss., University of Canterbury, 2008); Jenny Nex and 
Lance Whitehead, “Musical Instrument Making in Georgian London, 1753-1809: Evidence from the Proceedings of 
the Old Bailey and the Middlesex Sessions of the Peace,” Eighteenth-Century Music 2 (2005): 251-271. 
 
28 John Doane, A Musical Directory for the Year 1794. To Be Continued Annually. Containing the Names and 
Address of the Composers & Professors of Music, with a Number of Amateurs, Vocal and Instrumental. 
Distinguishing the Part or Instrument which each Person Performs, with the Principal Places where each has 
Performed, and the Musical Societies of which they are, or have been, Members. Also the Names and Address of the 
Principal Music-Sellers, and Instrument-Makers, and of the Music-Engravers, Copyists, Paper-Rulers, &c. To 
which is Added, A List of the Principal Musical Societies, and of the Choirs, Concerts, &c. Likewise, A History of 
the Academy of Ancient Music, from its Commencement in 1710, to the present Time. With Other Particulars 




and masqueraders could pick up tickets for upcoming balls. Unusually for a music shop of its 
era, patrons could even shop for “Dresses” at Fentum’s “Masquerade Warehouse.” Judging by a 
contemporary advertisement for a specialty masquerade warehouse on Oxford Street, Fentum’s 
costume stock may have included masks, plain black cloaks called dominos, and an assortment 
of trimmings like feathers, flowers, and ribbons.29 Fentum may also have held a masquerade 
pattern book for his clients to look through while they shopped: another masquerade warehouse 
advertisement notes that “in order that the Nobility and Gentry may not be at a loss, how to make 
choice of any particular Dress, may see a Book of several Hundred Prints Coloured, which 
Contains the Dresses of every Nation.”30 
 
Figure 3.2. Anonymous, Draft Trade Card for J. Fentum, Engraving, ca. 1811. 
 © The Trustees of the British Museum. 
 
29 “Masquerade Warehouse,” Morning Post and Daily Advertiser, February 23, 1789, 1; See also Terry Castle, 
Masquerade and Civilization: The Carnivalesque in Eighteenth-Century English Culture and Fiction (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1986), 58-71; Aileen Ribeiro, The Dress Worn at Masquerades in England, 1730-1790, 
and its Relation to Fancy Dress in Portraiture, Outstanding Theses from the Courtauld Institute of Art (New York: 
Garland Publishing, 1984). 
 
30 “Jackson’s Habit-Warehouse,” quoted in Aileen Ribeiro, The Dress Worn at Masquerades in England, 1730 to 
1790, and Its Relation to Fancy Dress in Portraiture, Outstanding Theses from the Courtauld Institute of Art (New 





Music collectors looking to add to their libraries could leaf through Fentum’s supply of 
scores. The trade card is not specific about the types of scores one could find at the shop; it only 
mentions that Fentum was a “Music Printer and Publisher,” and that he sold “Music neatly 
Bound” and music for balls. Extant catalogues and scores associated with Fentum’s publishing 
business help to flesh out this picture. For example, a music catalogue from 1790 shows that 
Fentum published large quantities of instrumental chamber music and a handful of opera scores 
in piano-vocal format.31 The catalogue also advertises a “Great Variety of Second-Hand Music” 
that musicians could buy at Fentum’s. Additionally, extant scores that Fentum printed and sold 
provide further information about the types of music one could buy at his shop. A score of 
William Shield’s “much admired Song of Arabella the Caledonian Maid, with an Harp 
Accompaniment” (ca. 1800) shows that Fentum published popular love songs for voice and harp 
accompaniment.32 The score also includes an advertisement for some of the other of scores that 
could be purchased at his shop. Underneath the publication information, we read:  
Where may be had Just Published 
FENTUM’S ANNUAL 
Collections of Cotillions & Dances and A New Minuet 
As performed at Court 
Buckingham House and Windsor Palace, These are adapted as Lessons for the Piano Forte 
NB. all Dibdin’s Songs as soon as Publish’d. 
 
Evidently, Fentum sold all of the new songs that were composed by the prolific Charles Dibdin 
as well as a series of annual dances.33 These may be the “Music provided for Balls” mentioned 
on the 1811 trade card.  
 
31 [John Fentum], A Catalogue of Music, Printed and Sold by J. Fentum, No. 78, Corner of Salisbury-Street, Strand 
([London]: [Fentum], ca. 1790). 
 
32 William Shield, “The much admired Song of Arabella, the Caledonian Maid, with an Harp Accompaniment” 
(London: Fentum’s Music Warehouse, ca. 1800).  
 
33 On this series, see also Kidson, British Music Publishers, Printers and Engravers, 46-47. 
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 Fentum’s patrons, then, are not likely to have entered his establishment for the sole 
purpose of purchasing music that supported the antislavery cause. Yet in the year 1800, shoppers 
browsing through the flutes, the drums, the collections of dance music, and the dominos on offer 
may have happened upon a piano-vocal score that made unmistakable, unironic references to the 
anti-slave-trade arguments and sentimental music of the day. For one shilling, they might leave 
the store with a copy of William Howard’s “The Negro’s Lamentation” in hand (See Appendix, 
Figure 8, p. 283).  
 
What Makes Howard’s Score a Serious Antislavery Song? 
Howard’s score features a simple, F-major melody with many sighing appoggiatura 
figures. The accompaniment is similarly sparse: the pianoforte player’s right hand doubles the 
melody line, while the left plays triplet arpeggios.34 As a review of the song published in The 
Monthly Magazine in 1800 put it,  
“The Negro’s Lamentation” is composed in a smooth and easy style. The melody, though 
it exhibits no remarkable trait of novelty, is pleasingly expressive, and the arpeggio bass 
murmurs through the strain with an appropriate and interesting effect.35 
 
The description of the melody as “pleasingly expressive” points to what people in the eighteenth 
century found so attractive about sentimental culture. Reading novels about virtuous heroines in 
 
 
34 Treatises from this period use the word “appoggiatura” to indicate any non-chord tones notated with smaller type, 
regardless of whether they were approached or left by leap or step. That is, pitches we might mark as suspensions or 
retardations today were labeled as “appoggiatura” at the time. I follow contemporary usage here to describe the 
appoggiaturas in measures twelve and sixteen. 
 
35 “‘The Negro’s Lamentation,’ a Ballad, with an Accompaniment for the Harp, or Piano-Forte. Composed by W. 
Howard. 1s. Fentum,” The Monthly Magazine; or, British Register 9 (June 1800): 480. The review may have been 
written by Thomas Busby, who is known to have contributed music reviews to The Monthly Magazine in this period. 
See Carol Grabo, “The Practical Aesthetics of Thomas Busby’s Music Reviews,” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art 
Criticism 25, no. 1 (1966): 37-45; Leanne Langley, “The English Musical Journal in the Early Nineteenth Century” 
(PhD diss., the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 1983), 17-18. 
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distress like Richardson’s Pamela (1740) brought them to tears, sighs, and fainting spells, yes—
but it happened in a “pleasing” manner. In fact, the musical style Howard used would have been 
especially familiar to the shoppers at Fentum’s who regularly attended sentimental operas. 
Today’s opera-goers may recognize in Howard’s song the qualities of sentimental Mozart arias 
such as the Countess’s “Porgi amor” in Le nozze di Figaro and Violante’s “Geme la tortorella” in 
La finta giardiniera.36 For Londoners in the year 1800, the style would have been familiar from 
operas like Niccolò Piccinni and Carlo Goldoni’s La buona figliuola (1760).37 This operatic 
adaptation of Richardson’s Pamela was performed on the London stage nearly every season 
from its premiere in 1766 to 1800.38 With an impressive total of 107 performances, there were 
ample opportunities for Londoners to hear Pamela’s Italian operatic counterpart, Cecchina, 
express her sensibility using similarly slow, tuneful arias in major keys that featured sighing 
appoggiaturas and uncomplicated accompaniments. 
 
36 Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, “Porgi amor qualche ristoro,” in Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart: Neue Ausgabe 
sämtlicher Werke, ed. Ludwig Finscher, II/5/16/1: Le nozze di Figaro, K. 492 (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1973), 161-166; 
Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, “Geme la tortorella,” in Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart: Neue Ausgabe sämtlicher Werke, 
ed. Rudolph Angermüller and Dietrich Berke, II/5/8/1-2: La finta giardiniera, K. 196 (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1978), 
182-188. According to Rachel Cowgill, “Porgi amor” was first performed on the London stage as an interpolated 
aria in an 1811 production of Così fan tutte at the King’s Theatre. She notes that other Mozart arias circulated in 
print in the period as well, though I would add that it seems unlikely that “Geme la tortorella” would have been one 
of them. See Rachel Cowgill, “Mozart Productions and the Emergence of Werktreue at London’s Italian Opera 
House, 1780-1830,” in Operatic Migrations: Transforming Works and Crossing Boundaries, ed. Roberta 
Montemorra Marvin and Downing A. Thomas (London: Routledge, 2006), 148-149.  
 
37 See Mary Hunter, “‘Pamela’: The Offspring of Richardson’s Heroine in Eighteenth-Century Opera,” Mosaic 18, 
no. 4 (1985): 61-76; Jessica Waldoff, Recognition in Mozart’s Operas (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 
Chapter 4: “Sentimental Knowledge in La finta giardiniera”; Matthew Head, “Fantasia and Sensibility,” in The 
Oxford Handbook of Topic Theory, ed. Danuta Mirka (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014): 259-278; Eloise 
Boisjoli, “Haydn as a Man of Feeling: The Affect of Refined Sentiment in Selected Slow Movements of Haydn’s 
String Quartets,” HAYDN: Online Journal of the Haydn Society of North America 8, no. 1 (2018); Stefano 
Castelvecchi, Sentimental Opera: Questions of Genre in the Age of Bourgeois Drama (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2013). 
 
38 Frederick C. Petty, Italian Opera in London 1760-1800 (Ann Arbor, MI: UMI Research Press, 1972), 363. On 
English adaptations of this opera, see Michael Burden, “The 18th-Century Novel as Opera: Sentimentality, Pamela, 
and The Maid of the Mill,” LISA e-journal 9, no. 2 (2011): 78-100; Roger Fiske, English Theatre Music in the 




Shoppers at Fentum’s might also recall newer productions of Giovanni Paisiello’s Nina, o 
sia La pazza per amore (1789), which played at the King’s Theatre in 1797, 1798, and 1800. 
Nina’s aria, “Il mio ben quando verrà,” features the same musical traits that are found in 
Howard’s song. Both songs feature a “smooth and easy style,” a simple melody, and a 
“murmuring” arpeggio accompaniment. They even share the use of F major and a triple meter.39 
Compare the opening vocal melody of Howard’s song (Example 3.1) with that of Paisiello’s “Il 
mio ben quando verrà” (Example 3.2): 
 
Example 3.1. William Howard, “The Negro’s Lamentation” (1800), mm. 9-16. 
 
39 My transcription here is adapted from Example 6.6 in Castelvecchi, Sentimental Opera, 176. See also Petty, 
Italian Opera in London 1760–1800, 311-330. For a contemporary London score, see Giovanni Paisiello, “Il mio 





Example 3.2. Giovanni Paisiello, “Il mio ben quando verrà” from Nina, o sia La pazza per 
amore (1789), mm. 9-16. 
 
Unlike the scores discussed in the last chapter, “The Negro’s Lamentation” did not 
feature a well-known abolitionist poem. The score gives no indication of the author of the poem 
and William Howard, its composer, was not known for his involvement in the movement to 
abolish the slave trade. To my knowledge, this is the only one of Howard’s songs written on the 
theme of slavery.40 Moreover, Howard did not choose to dedicate his song to any well-known 
 
40 By contrast, the composers John Ross, Edward Miller, and William Carnaby published two scores each; James 
Porter and William Cowper each set three or more antislavery poems to ballad tunes. John Ross, “The African,” in A 
Second Set of Nine Songs, with an Accompaniment for the Piano-Forte or Harp, Op. 4 (London: Longman & 
Broderip, 1796), 6-7; John Ross, “The Negro Mother: A Ballad” (London: Broderip & Wilkinson, 1802); Edward 
Miller, “The Negro Boy, who was sold by an African Prince for a Metal Watch, A Favorite Song Sung by Mr. 
Burrows, at the Public Concerts, Composed by Dr. Miller” (London: J. Dale, 1792); Edward Miller, “The Afflicted 
African, Written by Mr. Cowper” (London: Longman & Broderip, 1789); William Carnaby, “Azid, or the Song of 
the Captive Negro, from Peter Pindar’s Works” (London: Rt. Birchall, ca. 1802); William Carnaby, “The Negro 
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abolitionists, as others of his contemporaries did.41 And while some of Fentum’s shoppers may 
have been taken in by the claim that Howard’s song was “A fashionable Ballad,” I believe they 
also may have been drawn to the song for its abolitionist content.  
From the title of “The Negro’s Lamentation,” shoppers at Fentum’s may have suspected 
that this song’s text aligned with the contemporary anti-slave-trade cause. Like many other song 
titles in the years leading up to 1800 that had followed the model of Cowper’s “The Negro’s 
Complaint,” Howard’s song evoked the stereotypical image of the sentimental enslaved African 
who pleads for an end to slavery and the slave trade. Such songs included, for example, [Mattia] 
Vento’s “The Suffering Negro” (1789), William Reeve’s “The Desponding Negro” (ca. 1793), 
and Joseph Haydn’s arrangement of “The Slave’s Lament” (1795).42 If a shopper’s interest in 
 
Girl: A Song” (London: C. Mitchell, ca. 1801). James Porter, arr., Paddy’s Resource: Being a Select Collection of 
Original and Modern Patriotic Songs, Toasts and Sentiments, Compiled for the Use of the People of Ireland 
([Dublin], 1795); James G. Basker, ed., “William Cowper,” in Amazing Grace: An Anthology of Poems about 
Slavery 166-1810 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002), 294-302. 
 
41 Dedicating songs to leading abolitionists became more popular in the movement for the immediate abolition of 
slavery from the 1820s onward, but already in the 1790s, some composers dedicated their songs to Granville Sharp 
and The Hon. Mrs. Harriet Pryse, the wife of an abolitionist M.P. See A Female Correspondent – An Amateur, “The 
Negro’s Complaint. The Words by a Gentleman; Inscribed to Granville Sharp, Esq.,” The Lady’s Magazine 24 
(1793): n.p.; Thomas Beilby, “The Dying Negro: A Song, Composed by Thomas Beilby, Organist of Scarbrough: 
And by him humbly inscribed to Granville Sharpe Esqr. and the other Gentlemen of the Committee, formed for 
promoting an Abolition of the Slave Trade” (London: Longman and Broderip, 1792); Saunders Bennet, “The 
Triumph of Africa, Written by Wm. Mavor, LLD, Set to Music & Most Respectfully Inscribed (by Permission) to 
The Honble. Mrs. Pryse, by S. Bennet, Organist Woodstock” (London: Bland & Weller, 1807); David Everard Ford, 
“The Negro Slave, A favorite Song, Written by Thomas Maskew, Esqr., Composed by David Everard Ford, and 
Dedicated with Permission to William Wilberforce Esqr.” (London: Published for the Author by Longman & Bates, 
1825); A. Z. and T. H. Severn, “The Negro Girl, A Ballad, Sung by Miss Inverarity, Respectfully Inscribed by 
Permission to Miss Buxton, by A. Z., by whom the Words & Melody are Written, the Symphonies & 
Accompaniments by T. H. Severn” (London: Published by the Proprietor, [1833]); John Valentine, “The Negroes’ 
Vigil, Manumission Hymn, Written expressly for the First of August, by James Montgomery, Esqre. And Dedicated 
by Permission to Mrs. Johnston (Eldest Daughter of T. F. Buxton, Esq. M. P.) on her Marriage, the Music 
Composed by John Valentine” (London: Z. T. Purday, 1834); A Clergyman, “Crown with Freedom Afric’s Brows! 
Words & Music by a Clergyman. The Profits will be given to an Anti-Slavery Association.” (London: Published for 
the Author, by Paine and Hopkins, [ca. 1825]). 
 
42 [Mattia] Vento, “The Suffering Negro: A Favorite New Song for the Voice, Harps’d, Violin, G. Flute, & Guittar” 
(London: Goulding & Messrs. Burry & Co., 1789); William Reeve, “The Desponding Negro, A Favorite New Song” 
(London: Longman and Broderip, ca. 1793); Joseph Haydn, “The Slave’s Lament,” in A Selection of Original Scots 




this score was piqued by its seemingly abolitionist title, she needed only to skim through the 
song’s text to confirm that the song indeed aligned with well-established arguments made by 
abolitionists like William Wilberforce, Granville Sharp, and Olaudah Equiano.  
Behold me torn from Afric’s shore 
The place which gave me birth, 
A foreign nation to explore 
Where interest dazzles worth. 
 
Behold me bound with heavy Chains, 
And forc’d from all I love, 
My wife, my child, _ the Dear remains, 
They know not where I rove. 
 
Let all prevailing nature speak, 
And wear Compassions Face, 
Let pity smile upon your Cheek, 
Thus shade your own Disgrace. 
 
Alas! I see no merit reign, 
Triumphant on your Brow, 
Then farewell all, but ah the shame 
Proud Briton, rests with you. 
 
In addition to its title, Howard’s song shares a number of poetic features with Cowper’s 
more famous poem. Howard’s song-text is written from the perspective of a fictional enslaved 
African and uses standard English rather than stylized West Indian pidgin. The narrator even 
seems to paraphrase Cowper’s language. He complains that he has been “torn from Afric’s 
shore” and “forc’d from all I love”—recall that Cowper’s narrator sings, “[f]orc’d from home 
and all its pleasures / Afric’s coast I left forlorn.” Howard’s narrator also confronts and criticizes 
the white British reader of the poem. This, too, is like Cowper’s narrator, who demands to know: 
“What are England’s rights, I ask, / Me to torture, me to task?” Twice Howard’s narrator 
addresses the reader directly, insisting that the reader look upon him: “Behold me torn from 
Afric’s shore,” he sings in the first stanza. He continues with a further injunction to “[b]ehold me 
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bound with heavy chains” in the second stanza, seemingly referencing the popular image of the 
kneeling enslaved African in chains on Josiah Wedgwood’s antislavery medallion: 
 
 
Figure 3.3. Josiah Wedgwood and William Hackwood, “Anti-Slavery Medallion,” 1787, 
stoneware (jasperware and black basalt), cut steel, and ivory, 21/6 x 15/8 x ¼ in., Art Institute 
Chicago.  
 
After calling for the reader to “behold” him, the narrator then stares back at the reader’s 
face, searching for evidence that the reader recognizes her complicity in the slave trade and feels 
the appropriate mixture of guilt and pity. In the third stanza, the narrator hopes that the reader 
will blush: “Let pity smile upon your Cheek, / Thus shade your own Disgrace.” In the fourth, he 
asserts that the reader has not blushed or shown any kind of sentimental reaction on her or his 
face: “Alas! I see no merit reign, / Triumphant on your Brow.” And just as Cowper’s narrator 
had questioned England’s rights to enslave him, the narrator of Howard’s song references the 
popular notion of the slave trade as Britain’s national sin.43 He concludes: “Then farewell all, but 
ah the shame / Proud Briton, rests with you.”  
 
43 See Katie Donington, Ryan Hanley, and Jessica Moody, introduction to Britain’s History and Memory of 
Transatlantic Slavery: Local Nuances of a “National Sin,” eds. Katie Donington, Ryan Hanley, and Jessica Moody 
(Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2016), 1-20; Srividhya Swaminathan, Debating the Slave Trade: Rhetoric of 
British National Identity, 1759-1815 (Farnham: Ashgate, 2009); Linda Colley, Britons: Forging the Nation 1707-
1837, rev. ed.. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009), 357-68. On the related concept of indignation in 
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So far, I have argued that Howard’s musical style would have reminded a contemporary 
of Paisiello’s Nina and other sentimental operas and that the text he set to music would likely 
have reminded her of Cowper’s “The Negro’s Complaint,” the most popular ballad of the 
abolitionist movement. In fact, both aspects of the song together—abolitionist critique in the text 
and the sighing musical language—make this song an excellent example of what I am calling the 
serious antislavery song. Many such songs were published in the period. These songs set to 
music poems that referenced antislavery themes and arguments, including: the forced separation 
of enslaved Africans from their families, the questioning of British authority to buy and sell other 
humans, especially when they claimed to respect liberty and the Christian God, the tendencies to 
depression and suicide among enslaved Africans. Such scores tended to use either the sweet, 
sentimental style of Howard’s song or the grandiose dotted rhythms used in Miss Greenwood’s 
influential setting of “The Negro’s Complaint,” discussed in the previous chapter. Most used 
major keys and many were marked with slow tempos, sometimes with added indications of 
expressiveness. As was typical of British music of this period, the songs tended to simplicity in 
all respects: simple melodies, accessible accompaniments with conventional harmonic language, 
and strophic forms.  
 
Sensibility and Dialect: Settings of John Wolcot’s “Azid” 
While most serious antislavery songs used standard British English, some were set to 
serious texts that appropriated the dialect of enslaved Africans in the West Indies. Two examples 
of the combination of sentimental musical approach and dialect text can be found in two settings 
 
abolitionist writings, see Michael E. Woods, “A Theory of Moral Outrage: Indignation and Eighteenth-century 




of a poem by John Wolcot: “Azid, or the Song of the Captive Negro.” The first song, by John 
Ambrose (b. 1763), was printed and sold as a score for voice and keyboard instrument in a shop 
located down the street from Fentum’s at Edward Riley’s Music Warehouse, No. 8, the Strand. 
The second song, by William Thomas Parke (1761-1847), was printed and sold as a score for 
piano-forte, voice, and oboe or violin. This score was sold further west at George Goulding’s 
music shop, No. 45 Pall Mall. Both scores may also have been sold at Fentum’s in his used 
music section.  
The author of “Azid,” John Wolcot (1738-1819), was best known for his satirical 
writings under the pen name Peter Pindar. He also wrote many serious poems and songs 
including “The Storm,” which Haydn set as a madrigal with orchestral accompaniment on his 
first trip to London.44 Back in the 1760s and 1770s, Wolcot had worked as a physician for the 
governor of Jamaica, where he gained first-hand knowledge of the system of slavery in the 
Caribbean. After his return to Britain, he wrote and spoke with his friends about slavery, and the 
anecdotes from his experiences in Jamaica range from sympathetic to comical and insulting.45 
Wolcot’s poem, “Azid,” is on the sympathetic end of the poet’s output and uses many of the 
tropes common to antislavery poetry in this period. The poem is written from the perspective of 
Azid, an enslaved Black man who expresses his concern for his beloved, Mora. As a result of her 
 
44 James Dack, “Haydn’s First English Text: The Madrigal ‘Hark, the wild uproar of the winds!’ (The Storm),” 
Haydn-Studien 9, no.1-4 (2006): 195-209. 
 
45 See the section on “John Wolcot (1738-1819)” in James G. Basker, ed., Amazing Grace: An Anthology of Poems 
about Slavery, 1660-1810 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002), 324-328; William Parke, Musical Memoirs; 
Comprising An Account of the General State of Music in England, from the First Commemoration of Handel, in 
1784, to the Year 1830. Interspersed with Numerous Anecdotes, Musical, Histrionic, &c. by W. T. Parke, Forty 
Years Principal Oboist to the Theatre Royal Covent Garden, In Two Volumes, Vol. 1 (London: Henry Colburn and 




enslavement, Mora has become depressed: she weeps frequently and neglects to sing gaily, as 
she had done prior to her captivity. Here is the first of Wolcot’s four stanzas: 
Poor Mora eye be wet wid tear, 
And heart like lead sink down wid woe; 
She seem her mournful friends to hear, 
And see der eye like fountain flow. 
 
No more she give me song so gay; 
But sigh, “Adieu, dear Domahay.” 
 
At the end of the poem, Wolcot makes a move we’ve seen a few times already. Just like Maraton 
from Currie and Roscoe’s “The African,” who resolves to jump overboard the slave ship, and 
like the nameless enslaved African narrator of Howard’s “The Negro’s Lamentation” who hints 
at his plans for suicide with an ominous “farewell, all,” Azid sees death as the only option for 
escaping the misery of slavery. He encourages Mora to join with him to “seek at once de grave”: 
But why do Azid live a slave, 
And see a slave his Mora dear? 
Come, let we seek at once de grave— 
No chain, no tyrant, den we fear. 
 
Ah me! I hear a Spirit say, 
“Come, Azid, come to Domahay.”46 
 
Unlike the examples of antislavery poetry by Cowper, Currie and Roscoe, and the 
anonymous poet of Howard’s song, Wolcot’s poem appropriates a West Indian dialect. Wolcot’s 
use of dialect causes me to doubt the respect he had for the enslaved Black people he had 
encountered in Jamaica. And yet, his text fits in well with antislavery tropes of the age, dialect 
and all. Citing numerous examples of antislavery texts that use dialects, Roxann Wheeler has 
recently made a convincing case that we must not be too quick to categorize texts that use West 
 




Indian dialect as antithetical to late eighteenth-century abolitionism, even if to our modern eyes 
these texts read as especially patronizing and demeaning.47  
In setting Wolcot’s poem to music, John Ambrose and William Parke composed slow, 
sighing melodies in major keys. Ambrose, an organist at St. Anne, Limehouse, chose to write in 
the key of G major with a Lento tempo, with an extremely simple keyboard accompaniment in 
half notes and whole notes.  
 
Example 3.3. John Ambrose, “The Captive Negroe” (1796) mm. 13-20. 
William Parke titled his setting of Wolcot’s poem “The Indian’s Complaint in Captivity” 
and altered the pronouns in the text so that his song is sung from the perspective of Mora, rather 
than Azid (here renamed “Yarrad”).48 Parke’s F major setting of “Azid” is tuneful and slow. His 
accompaniment is full, with a prominent part for violin or oboe in addition to the arpeggiated 
keyboard accompaniment. Parke was a well-known oboist whose talent was frequently featured 
in oboe obbligato lines in opera arias at Covent Garden.49 Accordingly, Parke highlights the 
 
47 Roxann Wheeler, “Sounding Black-ish: West Indian Pidgin in London Performance and Print,” Eighteenth-
Century Studies 51, no. 1 (2017): 63-87. 
 
48 As Roxann Wheeler has shown, the term “Indian” was used more broadly to refer to indigenous, non-European 
peoples in this period. Roxann Wheeler, The Complexion of Race: Categories of Difference in Eighteenth-Century 
British Culture, New Cultural Studies Series (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2000), 116, 123. 
 




oboe/violin line in his own composition, giving it the melody in the introductory and concluding 
sections and a prominent countermelody while the singer sings. A contemporary reviewer 
praised Parke’s skillful combination of the melody and accompaniment in the following manner: 
This air, the beauties of which are greatly creditable to Mr. Parke, is printed with 
accompaniments for the Oboe o Violino, and the Piano Forte, and derives from them 
considerable addition to its effect. The melody is in itself sweetly plaintive and highly 
characteristic, while the bass and general construction of the composition rank it high 
amongst the productions of science as well as of taste.50 
 
Here again we see reference to the combination of pleasure and pain that is characteristic of the 
sentimental mode: the melody is “sweetly plaintive.” The yearning quality of the opening vocal 
melody, the falling melody depicting falling tears, and those sighing appoggiaturas in mm. 10, 
12, 14, and 16 certainly capture the “sweetly plaintive” qualities we have seen in Howard’s and 
Ambrose’s serious treatment of antislavery poetry (see Example 3.4).    
 
Example 3.4. William Parke, “The Indian’s Complaint in Captivity” (1790), mm. 9-16. 
 
50 “ART. XLVIII. The Indian’s Complaint in Captivity. Composed by Mr. W. Parke. The Words by Peter Pindar, 





Both Ambrose and Parke evoked the sentimental distress of Mora and through passages 
of halting melodies that utilize rests to give the sense of catching one’s breath on the line “No 
more she give me Song so gay, / But sigh adieu dear Domahay.” The two composers wrote 
accompaniment lines that doubled down on the breathless gesture, filling in the rests with sighs 
of their own. Compare Ambrose’s setting of the first half of this line (Example 3.5) to Parke’s 




Example 3.5. John Ambrose, “The Captive 
Negroe,” mm. 29-32. 
 
 
Example 3.6. William Parke, “The Indian’s 
Complaint in Captivity,” mm. 19-20. 
In addition to these markers of sensibility, Parke’s song also employed a second musical 
trait found in abolitionist songs of this era. While he begins his vocal melody with a plaintive, 
yearning melody (see Example 3.4, above), he elevates this melody with the series of shorter, 
dotted rhythms in the second half of the phrase. Note the dotted march and “Scotch snap” 
rhythms in m. 12 and the dotted rhythms paired with a series of trills in mm. 15 and 16. This 
grandiose style can be found in a number of other serious antislavery songs that do not use the 





Marching to Death with Dignity: Settings of Sayers’s “The Dying Negro” 
By the late eighteenth century, march rhythms could be used to evoke a number of related 
topical meanings, including the invigorating military march and the stateliness and pomp of the 
French overture.51 For English composers working in Handel’s shadow at the end of the 
eighteenth century, dotted rhythms may also have been one compositional strategy for evoking 
the older style of the nation’s favorite composer.52 Additionally, Michael Pisani has noted the 
prevalence of march rhythms in “Indian” music composed by white British composers in this 
period.53 In what follows, I will analyze two additional examples of songs that might have come 
to mind for a shopper studying the score of Howard’s “The Negro’s Lamentation” at Fentum’s 
Music Warehouse. Both set to music a poem by Frank Sayers (1763-1817). Rather than sighing 
melodies, the music of these songs featured pervasive dotted rhythms that framed the problem of 
slavery in a serious light and emphasized the dignity of the enslaved narrator of the poem. 
Sayers’s “The Dying Negro” poem (1792) was written from the perspective of an 
enslaved Black person who welcomes his death as an end to his sufferings under slavery. It is 
one of the few song texts besides Cowper’s “The Negro’s Complaint” and Currie and Roscoe’s 
“The African” for which I have found clear evidence of the poet’s political intentions. Sayers’s 
friend and biographer, William Taylor of Norwich (1765-1836), asserted the relationship 
between the poem and the poet’s opposition to the trafficking of Africans: 
To the abolition of the slave-trade Dr. Sayers was a zealous friend: he inserted some 
arguments against it in a Norwich paper, and also a recommendation to leave off sugar. 
 
51 See Andrew Haringer, “Hunt, Military and Pastoral Topics,” in The Oxford Handbook of Topic Theory, ed. 
Danuta Mirka (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 194-213. 
 
52 On the composer’s continuing popularity as the national composer in eighteenth-century Britain, much has been 
written. See, for instance, William Weber, The Rise of Musical Classics in Eighteenth-Century England: A Study in 
Canon, Ritual, and Ideology (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992).  
 




He wrote, or parodied, a song entitled the Dying Negro, which was set to music and 
published apart.54 
 
Even without this evidence of Sayers’s abolitionist political views, the poet made clear 
references to themes used in antislavery poetry of the period: ill health, hunger, hard labor, 
whipping, the experience of being sold into slavery by “ruffians,” and the wish for death.55  
On my toil-wither’d limbs sickly langours are shed, 
And the dark mists of death o’er my eye-lids are spread;  
Before my last sufferings how gladly I bend, 
For the strong arm of death is the arm of a friend. 
 
Against the hot breezes hard struggles my breast, 
Slow, slow, beats my heart, and I hasten to rest; 
No longer shall anguish my faint bosom rend, 
For the strong arm of death is the arm of a friend. 
 
No more shall I sink in the deep-scorching air, 
No more shall sharp hunger my weak body tear, 
No more on my limbs shall keen lashes descend, 
For the strong arm of death is the arm of a friend. 
 
Ye ruffians, who tore me from all I held dear, 
Who mock’d at my wailings, and smil’d at my tear, 
Now, now shall I ‘scape – every torture shall end, 
For the strong arm of death is the arm of a friend.56 
 
In 1792, Thomas Beilby, the organist of Scarborough, composed a setting of “The Dying 
Negro” that was printed and sold by Longman & Broderip at No. 13 Haymarket and No. 26 
Cheapside (See Appendix, Figure 9, p. 284).57 He highlighted the political nature of Sayers’s 
 
54 W. Taylor, Poetical Works of the Late F. Sayers, M. D. To which have been Prefixed the Connected Disquisitions 
on the Rise and Progress of English Poetry, and on English Metres, and also some Biographic Particulars of the 
Author, Supplied by W. Taylor, of Norwich (London: W. Simpkin and R. Marshall, 1830), xlvii-xlviii.  
 
55 On the poem’s relationship to the more famous “Dying Negro” poem by Thomas Day and John Bicknell, see Terri 
L. Snyder, The Power to Die: Slavery and Suicide in British North America (Chicago: The University of Chicago 
Press, 2015), 131-133. 
 
56 Taylor, Poetical Works of the Late F. Sayers, 182.  
 
57 Thomas Beilby, “The Dying Negro: A Song – Composed by Thomas Beilby, Organist of Scarbrough: And by him 
humbly inscribed to Granville Sharpe Esqr. and the other Gentlemen of the Committee, formed for promoting an 
Abolition of the Slave Trade” (London: Longman and Broderip, 1792). 
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poem by dedicating his score to “Granville Sharpe Esqr. and the other Gentlemen of the 
Committee, formed for promoting an Abolition of the Slave Trade.” Beilby set Sayers’s poem 
for an ensemble of horns, flutes, violins, viola, and harpsichord. His E-flat major setting of this 
poem was serious and full of dignified dotted rhythms. This short tune was preceded by a 
comparatively overblown opening of three short phrases of doubly-dotted notes ending in 
fermatas. This opening, which is marked “Very Slow Majestic,” elevates the dignity of the 
“Dying Negro,” whose complaint is preceded by the sounds of the regal procession.  
Frank Sayers’s own ballad setting of his poem to the tune of “The Son of Alknomoak” 
used these same dotted rhythms.58 This tune, also known as “Alknomook” or “The Death Song 
of the Cherokee Indians,” was supposedly “An original AIR, brought from America by a 
Gentleman long conversant with the Indian Tribes, and particularly with the Nation of the 
Cherokees.”59 Anne Hunter (1742-1821), the poet, bluestocking, and wife of the famous surgeon 
Dr. John Hunter, supplied the defiant words she imagined the Son of Alknomook would sing as 
he was burnt at the stake.60 In the third stanza, he sings: “Now the Flame rises fast—you exult in 
my Pain, / But the Son of Alknomook can never complain.” Hunter probably also composed the 
harmonies printed in the score published by Bland and Weller, for the composer, R. J. S. 
Stevens, described the song in his Recollections as “The Death Song of the Cherokee Indian, the 
 
 
58 Richard Osborne, ed., Extracts, Chiefly Poetical, Selected from Various Authors; In Order to Facilitate the Moral 
Improvement of Youth: Including Many Original Poetical Compositions, Never Before Published (Northampton: T. 
Dicey, 1792), 71. 
 
59 “The Death Song of the Cherokee Indians” (London: A. Bland and Weller’s, ca. 1785). 
 
60 Pisani, Imagining Native America in Music, 53-59; A. Peter Brown, “Musical Settings of Anne Hunter’s Poetry: 




Words and Music by Mrs. Hunter.”61 Stevens goes on to say that the song was very popular in 
the late 1780s, when he “arranged it for a Band, and Sedgwick sang it tolerably well (tho’ he 
never had much feeling). This song, Lord Thurlow asked him to sing three times successively, 
and the Chancellor each time seemed more gratified with it.”62 
The poetic texts by Hunter and Sayers both feature a dignified, brave death: like the Son 
of Alknomook, the narrator of Sayer’s poem welcomes the “strong arm of death” as “the arm of 
a friend.” Both poems, moreover, were written from the perspective of people seen as racialized 
Others in this period.63 Example 3.7, below, shows the “original” melody from a score sold at 
Longman & Broderip’s set to the first stanza of Hunter’s and Sayers’s texts. Dotted rhythms 
pervade the melody of the supposedly “original AIR.” The first two measures, for instance, 
repetitively alternate between quarter notes and dotted eighth-sixteenth figures. The sixth and 
seventh measures alternate between march rhythms and “Scotch snap” rhythms.” The march 
rhythms emphatically punctuate the descending phrase endings, too: note the march rhythms on 
repeated pitches in mm. 2, 5, and 9. These rhythms, which are associated with military marches, 
seem to underline the bravery of both the Son of Alknomook and the “Dying Negro” of Sayers’s 




61 Mark Argent, ed., Recollections of R. J. S. Stevens: An Organist in Georgian London (London: Macmillan, 1992), 
61. 
 
62 Argent, ed., Recollections of R. J. S. Stevens, 61. 
 
63 The tune continued to be associated with West Indian slavery in the early nineteenth century. Henry Bishop 
quoted the tune in the overture to his 1816 opera, The Slave. See Henry R. Bishop, The Overture, Chorusses, and the 
Whole of the Music as Performed at the Theatre Royal Covent Garden, to The Slave, An Opera in Three Acts, 
Composed & Adapted with the Accompaniments Compressed for the Piano Forte, and by Permission, most 
respectfully Dedicated, to His Grace, The Duke of Devonshire, by Henry R. Bishop (London: Goulding, D’Almaine, 




Example 3.7. “The Death Song of the Cherokee Indians” / “The Dying Negro,” mm. 1-9.  
The two settings of “The Dying Negro” certainly represent a less emotional and more 
militaristic approach to setting serious antislavery poetry to music than the tearful and sighing 
approach used by Howard, Ambrose, and Parke. Still, all five of these songs used musical 
features that emphasized the seriousness of the problem of slavery. There were plenty of other 
approaches to writing music about slavery in this period that took a much lighter approach to this 
major ethical problem. As a counterexample, let us examine a score from the complete opposite 
end of the musical-textual-political spectrum: “The Bonja Song” (1802).64  
 
 
64 C. F. D., “The Bonja Song, A favorite Negro Air for the Piano Forte, dedicated to Georgiana” (London: Broderip 
and Wilkinson, 1802). 
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An Anti-Abolitionist Counterexample: C. F. D.’s “The Bonja Song” 
At No. 13 Haymarket—the same music shop where patrons could purchase serious 
antislavery songs such as S. Ball’s “The Negro Girl’s Rescue” (1806) and John Ross’s “The 
Negro Mother” (1802)—one could also purchase a song that implied that enslaved Africans were 
perfectly content with their situation.65 Broderip and Wilkinson, the proprietors of this shop, sold 
a song called “The Bonja Song: A Favorite Negro Air for the Piano-Forte” (see Appendix, 
Figures 10a-10c, pp. 285-287). The song was published anonymously, though the final page of 
the score features the initials “C. F. D.” (see Appendix, Figure 10c, p. 287). Presumably these 
are the initials of the author of the text. C. F. D. wrote a song from the perspective of a “Negro” 
who prefers his carefree life of “sing[ing] all day” and “sleep[ing] all night” to the white man’s 
life, which is full of worry and care. The first stanza is as follows: 
What are the joys of white man here?  
What are his pleasures say? 
Me want no joys no ills me fear, 
But on my Bonja play; 
Me sing all day, me sleep all night, 
Me hab no care my heart is light. 
Me tink not what tomorrow bring, 
Me happy so me sing. 
 
Though the narrator does not specifically mention his status as enslaved or free, in 1802, Britons 
are likely to have heard the use of faux-West Indian pidgin as an indication of the narrator’s 
enslaved status. Wheeler has convincingly shown that historical pidgin was “attached to several 
low conditions that made the speaker seem extremely unlike Britons: unfree or potentially 
enslaveable, non-Christian, and usually non-white.”66 The text therefore prefigures later 
 
65 See Table 3.1, above. 
 




stereotyped depictions of contented, singing enslaved Black people on the blackface minstrel 
stage.67 
Clearly, this text departs from the abolitionist rhetoric that was used in the other songs I 
have analyzed in this chapter. Whereas the experience of bondage leads the character of Mora in 
John Wolcot’s poem, “Azid,” to refuse to sing “songs so gay,” (see Example 3.5, above), this 
narrator of “The Bonja Song” continues to sing and play his bonja despite his enslavement. 
Moreover, unlike the character of Mungo in The Padlock, the narrator of this song sings because 
of his happiness (“me happy, so me sing”). By contrast, Mungo’s second aria that was explored 
in Chapter 1, “Let me when my heart a sinking,” comes about because the character is depressed. 
He needs to use music to cheer himself up (see Appendix, Figures 2a-2c, pp. 275-276). The 
references to jolly music-making in “The Bonja Song,” in fact, aligned with contemporary anti-
abolitionist arguments that highlighted supposedly joyful music onboard slave ships.  
As Srividhya Swaminathan has shown, people on both sides of the debate over abolition 
constantly needed to refine their rhetoric in response to their opponents’ arguments.68 Thus, 
abolitionists responded to slave traders who cited Black music-making as evidence of 
contentment among captives during the Middle Passage. In a famous speech of 1789, for 
example, William Wilberforce picked apart and refuted a piece of evidence from the testimony 
of Mr. Norris, a former slave trader, who claimed that he and his crew had “promoted” music 
and dance among the captives on board slave ships. Quoting from Mr. Norris’s testimony, 
 
67 For more on the “happy darky” stereotype in minstrelsy of the nineteenth century, see Katrina Dyonne Thompson, 
Ring Shout, Wheel About: The Racial Politics of Music and Dance in North American Slavery Urbana, IL: 
University of Illinois Press, 2014); Eric Lott, Love and Theft: Blackface Minstrelsy and the American Working Class 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1993). 
 
68 Srividhya Swaminathan, Debating the Slave Trade: Rhetoric of British National Identity, 1759-1815 (Farnham, 




Wilberforce says: “‘Before dinner, they are amused after the manner of their country. The song 
and dance are promoted,’ and, as if the whole was really a scene of pleasure and dissipation, it is 
added, that games of chance are furnished.”69 Then Wilberforce recasts the supposed “scene 
pleasure and dissipation” on board slave ships by explaining the true meaning of the word 
“promoted” in this sense: 
The song and the dance, says Mr. Norris, are promoted. It had been more fair, perhaps, if 
he had explained that word promoted. The truth is, that, for the sake of exercise, these 
miserable wretches, loaded with chains, oppressed with disease and wretchedness, are 
forced to dance by the terror of the lash, and sometimes by the actual use of it. ‘I,’ says 
one of the other evidences, ‘was employed to dance the men, while another person 
danced the women.’ Such then is the meaning of the word promoted; and it may be 
observed too, with respect to food, that an instrument is sometimes carried out, in order to 
force them to eat, which is the same sort of proof how much they enjoy themselves in that 
instance also. As to their singing; what shall we say, when we are told, that their songs 
are songs of lamentation upon their departure, which, while they sing, they are always in 
tears, insomuch that one Captain (more humane, as I should conceive him, therefore, than 
the rest) threatened one of the women with a flogging, because the mournfulness of her 
song was too painful for his feelings.70 
 
By perpetuating the image of the enslaved African who is happy because he can play music at 
his leisure without any burdens or cares, “The Bonja Song” promoted the false narrative of 
benign bondage.   
The music of this song contributes to the sense that the narrator of this poem leads a 
pleasureable life. Unlike the “Very slow majestic,” “Largo con expressione” and “Affettuoso” 
markings found in the serious antislavery songs above (see Table 3.1), this song is marked 
“Allegretto.” Moreover, the vocal melody consists of just two simple phrases. The first four lines 
of each stanza of text, as well as the last two lines, are set to Phrase A:  
 
69 William Wilberforce, The Speech of William Wilberforce, Esq. Representative for the County of York, on 
Wednesday the 13th of May, 1789, on the Question of the Abolition of the Slave Trade, to Which are Added, the 
Resolutions then Moved, and a Short Sketch of the Speeches of the Other Members (London: Logographic Press, 
1789), 14. 





Example 3.8. C. F. D., “The Bonja Song,” mm. 9-12 (Phrase A). 
Lines five and six of each stanza are sung to a contrasting phrase (Phrase B) that suggests the 
parallel minor: 
 
Example 3.9. C. F. D., “The Bonja Song,” mm. 29-32 (Phrase B). 
Neither melodic phrase tugs at the heartstrings with sighing appoggiaturas or dignifies the poem 
with processional dotted rhythms. The melodies are harmonized in thirds in the right hand and 
broken chords in the left (see Examples 3.8 and 3.9). Each melodic phrase is echoed by a 
playful response of the same material in the keyboard part, marked “Sym” in the score. In all, the 
light music supports the proslavery argument that this person enjoys his life. 
 Or was the text created to support the music? Karina Williamson and Paula Dumas have 
argued that C. F. D. was probably Charlotte Dallas, a white woman from a slave-owning family 
in Jamaica.71 She was the sister of the author Robert Charles Dallas (1754-1824), who included 
“The Bonja Song” with the attribution of “Charlotte” in an 1823 collection of his own works.72 
 
71 Karina Williamson, ed., Contrary Voices: Representations of West Indian Slavery, 1657-1834 (Kingston, Jamaica: 
University of the West Indies Press, 2008), 491-492; Paula E. Dumas, Proslavery Britain: Fighting for Slavery in an 
Era of Abolition (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 109. 
 
72 Robert Dallas, Adrastus, A Tragedy: Amabel, or The Cornish Lovers: and Other Poems by R. C. Dallas, Esq. 




Below the poem he included a lengthy footnote, which asserted that Charlotte came up with 
these words to go with a tune that she had heard Black people singing in Jamaica:  
The melody of this song, which was published some years ago, by Broderip and 
Wilkinson, is, with very little variation, such as was caught by ear from some of the 
negroes. The writer of the words took down the notes, and added the harmony.73 
 
If Charlotte was able to catch the tune, I wonder, why could she not also catch the words the 
enslaved musicians were singing? Was this a case of the poet’s inability to hear or understand the 
words? Or did she prefer the words that she came up with, which painted slavery in a rosy light? 
Robert Dallas seems to have been asked (or to have asked himself) some version of these 
questions, for his footnote continues on with a defense of his sister’s choice of words:  
‘I sing all day’ may be charged with exaggeration by those who would substitute, ‘I work 
all day;’ but the fact is that the negroes are a singing race. And they not only sing at their 
feasts and their dances, but at their work. There is scarcely an occurrence that attracts 
particular attention which they will not turn into a song.74 
 
In his defense of the text, Dallas does not deny that enslaved Black people were forced to work 
all day. Instead, he suggests that, since “the negroes are a singing race,” working all day meant 
the same as singing all day. He makes no comment on his sister’s interpretation of enslaved 
workers’ constant singing as a reflection of their contentedness, but the fact that he published her 
poem in his collection indicates the probability that he agreed. 
 
Conclusion 
 In my archival research, I have found few songs that make so unambiguous an argument 
for the continuation of slavery. Slavery is portrayed as a benign institution in some operas, to be 
 
73 Dallas, Adrastus, 145.  
 




sure, but more often than not, music from the period of British mobilization against the slave 
trade left the door open for some form of abolitionist interpretation. Mungo’s arias in The 
Padlock are a good example of this ambivalent musical approach to the problem of slavery that 
was more common in the period. Still, “The Bonja Song” was very popular. It went through 
several editions in the early nineteenth century and even found success across the Atlantic.75 
Moreover, the stereotypes it promoted were influential. In 1824, a reviewer of the poem seemed 
to conflate the fictional depiction of the happily enslaved narrator in “The Bonja Song” with the 
reality of the conditions of enslaved people:  
Having long resided in Jamaica, Dallas was, no doubt, accustomed to the habits and 
manners of the negroes of that island, and familiar with the sounds of the Bonja. The 
contrast, which is drawn, in the ensuing stanzas, we have frequently witnessed in Virginia 
and Maryland, on those plantations, where the owner entertained proper feelings for the 
unfortunate beings devolved upon him. We have heard, also, similar sentiments, from 
many a dingy Orpheus, in a chimney corner, although they were not couched in as fine 
language as the strains of Mr. Dallas.76 
 
Female amateur musicians who wanted to use their music to support abolitionism, then, 
needed to sift through scores at the same music shops that promoted other political agendas. 
They had to select those that promoted opposition to slavery through their serious poetic 
language and sentimental or grandiose musical idioms. In the chapter that follows, I will explore 
the ways in which women used their carefully chosen scores in their domestic music-making 
practice. More than fashionable consumer objects, these scores played an active role in the 
practices of what I call “sociable abolitionism.” 
 
 
75 C. F. D., “The Bonja Song: A Favorite Negro Air for the Piano Forte” (London: G. Walker, ca. 1813); C. F. D., 
“The Bonja Song: A Favorite Negro Air for the Piano Forte” (London: Button, Whitaker & Beadnell, 1814-1819); 
C. F. D., “The Bonja Song: A Favorite Negro Air for the Piano Forte” (New York: A. Geib & Co., 1816-1823); C. 
F. D., “Bonja, A Real Negro Song” (Boston: C. Bradlee & Co., 1845). 
 
76 Anonymous, “Review of The Bonja Song,” The Port-Folio (February 1, 1824): 173. Italics are in the original. 
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Chapter 4. Antislavery Conversations: Domestic Music-Making as 
Sociable Abolitionism 
 
Throughout the period of widespread debate over the transatlantic slave trade, a woman 
could enter almost any London music shop and leave with a score of a serious antislavery song 
in hand. But what would she do with this score once it was in her home? How might her sociable 
music-making activities support the efforts to abolish the slave trade? This chapter situates the 
musical score at the intersections of abolitionism, sociability, and amateur music-making. I begin 
by examining a few instances of “sociable abolitionism,” a term I use to describe interactions 
among friends and acquaintances that included a discussion of anti-slave-trade objects, 
arguments, and events. The interactions ranged from the casual, one-off conversation to a 
planned meeting of anti-slave-trade activists. As a politically charged and often uncomfortable 
form of sociability, sociable abolitionism created obvious tensions between Britons who fell on 
different sides of the slave trade debate. It produced discomfort even within abolitionist circles, 
where the continuance of the slave trade was believed to be the fault of the whole British nation. 
As a result, abolitionists found shame in each other’s actions. At the same time, sociable 
abolitionism could be pleasurable, as it entailed connecting with one’s friends over a shared 
opposition to an evil institution.  
In the second part of the chapter, I explore the role that musical scores played in moments 
of sociable abolitionism. Not only could a musical score inspire discussion of the slave trade on a 
literal level—with two or more friends talking about the issue at hand—I show that it might 
create sociable, abolitionist discussion at a musical level. Drawing on recent scholarship on 
music and sociability, I analyze three contexts in which scores could have been actively involved 
in a discussion about the immorality of the slave trade. First, I explore the context of private 
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singing practice at the keyboard instrument, which I frame here as a sociable interaction between 
the musician and the score. Using William Howard’s “The Negro’s Lamentation” as my 
example, I argue that socializing with a musical score that featured antislavery lyrics like this one 
likely challenged the musician to think deeply about her own role in opposing the slave trade. 
Second, I explore the sociable interactions that occurred when such scores were used in a 
domestic performance. These scores brought about a confrontational social interaction between 
the performer(s) and the listener(s), which may have caused tensions due to the politically 
charged nature of the songs’ texts. The final context I explore is that of singing through the score 
of a serious antislavery song together with a small group of friends and no auditors. In addition 
to Howard’s song, I analyze the sociable, antislavery conversations that were “scripted” by two 
glee settings of Cowper’s “The Negro’s Complaint”: one by John Danby and the other by Joseph 
Mazzinghi.  
In my attempt to imaginatively reconstruct these particular performance contexts, I rely 
on my own experiences in “conversing” with the scores. This methodology stemmed partly from 
a practical need to hear music that is not known to musicologists and that has never been 
recorded. Furthermore, I was inspired by performance-based analyses by Elisabeth Le Guin and 
Elizabeth Morgan to reflect on my hands-on experience with the scores as a way to explore past 
meanings of this music.1 To be sure, my experiences singing and playing these songs as part of 
my dissertation research must have differed greatly from the experiences of the original owners 
of the scores. Whereas I approached the scores as objects of historical study, these women 
 
1 Elisabeth Le Guin, Boccherini’s Body: An Essay in Carnal Musicology (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
2006); Elizabeth Morgan, “War on the Home Front: Battle Pieces for the Piano from the American Civil War,” 
Journal of the Society for American Music 9 (2015): 381–408; Elizabeth Morgan, “Pertinacious Industry: The 
Keyboard Etude and the Female Amateur in England, 1804-20,” in Crafting the Woman Professional in the Long 
Nineteenth Century: Artistry and Industry in Britain, ed. by Kyriaki Hadjiafxendi and Patricia Zakresk (Farnham, 




incorporated the songs into their regular domestic music-making practice. Unlike the historical 
actors I studied, moreover, I did not perform the scores in front of my friends in order to remind 
them about an ongoing human rights issue. In fact, I was desperate for people not to hear me 
playing through the songs in my New York City apartment. Though the outdated term appears in 
many of the songs, I avoided singing the word “negro” aloud, lest I should offend someone in 
hearing distance. As a white performer and scholar living in an age of reckoning with the 
damage that white people have done to the Black community in the past and present, moreover, I 
could not help but reflect on the issue of representation, which remains a pressing one in our day. 
These serious antislavery songs, which purported to describe the experiences of enslaved Black 
people, were created by white composers and poets. Most of these people had not even 
witnessed, let alone experienced, the horrors of West Indian slavery. And yet they were the ones 
who presumed to tell this story.2 While traditional archival sources do exist about life on slave 
ships and West Indian plantations in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the sources 
were often written by white authors, which we must read “against the grain.”3 Evidence about 
ephemeral musical performances in enslaved communities in the eighteenth- and early 
nineteenth-century Caribbean is especially difficult to pin down.4 Songs about slavery written by 
 
2 I am inspired here by Elizabeth Kowaleski-Wallace’s discussion of the silenced voice of Wedgwood’s antislavery 
medallion in the conclusion of her chapter on “Sugar” in Consuming Subjects: Women, Shopping, and Business in 
the Eighteenth Century (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997), 50-51. 
 
3 See Stephanie E. Smallwood, Saltwater Slavery: A Middle Passage from Africa to American Diaspora 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007); Marisa J. Fuentes, Dispossessed Lives: Enslaved Women, 
Violence, and the Archive (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016). 
 
4 Recent work on music in the Caribbean archive of slavery includes Mary Caton Lingold, “In Search of Mr 
Baptiste: On Early Caribbean Music, Race, and A Colonial Composer,” Early Music (2021): 1-18; Mary Caton 
Lingold, “Peculiar Animations: Listening to Afro-Atlantic Music in Caribbean Travel Narratives,” Early American 
Literature 52, no. 3 (2017): 623-650; Maria Ryan, “Racialized Selves and Musical Sources in the Archives of 
Slavery,” Journal of the American Musicological Society (forthcoming); Maria Ryan, “‘The influence of Melody 
upon man in the wild state of nature’: Enslaved Parishioners, Anglican Violence, and Racialized Listening in a 
Jamaica Parish,” Journal of the Society for American Music (forthcoming). Foundational work on music and slavery 
in the Caribbean and the United States, respectively, can be found in Dena J. Epstein, Sinful Tunes and Spirituals: 
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white Britons provide tell us rather more about metropolitan views on slavery than colonial 
experiences of it. 
These present-day concerns, stemming from the general call to decenter white historical 
voices in music studies and from my personal reflections as a white woman living in the era of 
Black Lives Matter, were obviously not shared by the female amateurs who used these scores in 
the period of 1787 to 1807. But the introspection that these songs prompted led me to a fruitful 
line of questioning. Were there any aspects of the songs that would cause a female amateur 
musician to feel a similar sense of shame? Might she have found pleasure in singing these scores 
in places where I could not? What contemporary concerns would she have that might prompt 
these feelings? How would she interact with her scores? And how would the scores figure in her 
sociable music-making? In addressing these questions in this chapter, I draw on abolitionist 
writings and contemporary descriptions of domestic music-making in theory and in practice.  
 
Sociable Abolitionism 
 In an era of increasing public awareness of the everyday realities of the slave trade—the 
kidnapping, psychological and physical torture, assault, and murder that were involved in slave 
trading voyages—the slave trade was not an easy topic to introduce into polite conversations. 
And yet, we know that abolitionist activity did occur in the home and among friends in the late 
eighteenth century. After all, it was a social gathering at the London home of Lady Balgonie that 
prompted William Cowper to write “The Negro’s Complaint” and other abolitionist ballads. 
Likewise, the Liverpudlian physician and poet, Dr. James Currie, came up with the idea to write 
 
Black Folk Music to the Civil War (Urbana, UL: University of Illinois Press, 1977); Eileen Southern, The Music of 




an antislavery song on “one evening in company with a few friends.”5 What did this sociable 
abolitionism look like in practice? And what tension was at stake in such interactions?  
At minimum, abolitionists risked an awkward social encounter with people who 
disagreed with them. Granville Sharp committed this faux pas when Elkanah Watson came to 
visit his brother’s home in 1784.6 As I mentioned in Chapter 1, Watson was an American who 
had apprenticed to a slave trader in his youth and who was very willing to admit and reflect on 
his deep-seated prejudices against Black people, which came to the fore when he described his 
visit to Ann Sancho’s shop. From Watson’s dismissive and slightly amused tone, it seems that at 
worst, he wished to change the topic of conversation because he felt bored and unable to match 
Sharp’s enthusiasm for the cause. But in other cases, attempts at sociable abolitionism were 
impossible due to the family ties and life experiences of the people in the conversation.  
Tensions seem to have been especially acute in major slave trading port cities like 
Liverpool and Bristol. As discussed in Chapter 2, James Currie was uncomfortable discussing his 
abolitionist beliefs with his friends and patients in Liverpool since many of them were directly 
involved in the slave trade. His second letter to Admiral Sir Graham Moore from 23 March 1788 
characterizes arguments about the slave trade as “dreadful”:  
The general discussion of the slavery of the negroes has produced much unhappiness in 
Liverpool. Men are awakening to their situation, & the struggle between interest & 
humanity has made great havock in the happiness of many families…The attempts that 
are continually made to justify this gross violation of the principles of justice, one cannot 
help repelling, & at the same time it is dreadful to hold an argument where your opponent 
is convinced he must be made miserable.7 
 
 
5 Letter from James Currie to Admiral Sir Graham Moore, 23 March 1788, Liverpool Archives, 920 CUR 108. 
 
6 See p. 36 for the full quotation. Winslow C. Watson, ed., Men and Times of the Revolution; or Memoirs of Elkanah 
Watson, Including Journals of Travels in Europe and America, from 1777 to 1842, with his Correspondence with 
Public Men and Reminiscences and Incidents of the Revolution (New York: Dana and Company, 1856), 232. 
 
7 Letter from James Currie to Admiral Sir Graham Moore, 23 March 1788, Liverpool Archives, 920 CUR 108. 
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It seems that Currie viewed debates about the slave trade as unavoidable in situations where he 
felt the need to refute justifications of the slave trade. At the same time, he wished to avoid 
having such conversations with friends in the slave-trading business because the logical end to 
his abolitionist argument would mean that his friends would lose their livelihoods.  
Similarly, Currie’s friend Hannah Lightbody appears to have been prevented from having 
open conversations about the slave trade after her marriage to Samuel Greg, who was in line to 
inherit a plantation in Dominica.8 Her diary from before her marriage records her active 
involvement in sociable discussions of antislavery poems like Currie and Roscoe’s “The 
African” and Roscoe’s “The Wrongs of Africa.”9 She also wrote about the sermons she heard at 
her Unitarian church, including an anti-slave-trade sermon given by the Reverend John Yates on 
28 January 1788. Yates emphasized the discrepancy between his Liverpudlian parishioners’ 
status as the nation’s most prolific slave-traders and their profession of Christianity: 
What opinion were the poor victims of our Avarice to form of that Religion whose 
votaries practiced such inhumanity?—how would they abhor a system which they would 
suppose from the conduct of its professors gave a sanction to Cruelty….he was unhappy 
to say that 2/3rds of the Slave trade carried on by Britons was by his Townsmen.10 
 
She notes that following his explicitly anti-slave-trade sermon in the morning, Yates preached on 
“the duty of Self Examination” that afternoon.11 She seems to have taken Yates’s words to heart, 
 
8 David Sekers, A Lady of Cotton: Hannah Greg, Mistress of Quarry Bank Mill (Stroud, UK: The History Press, in 
association with the National Trust, 2013), 73. 
 
9 On 29 January 1788, she “Drank tea and supped at Mr Smith’s with whom I had a great deal of Conversation. 
African trade, Pathetic poetry, dreams, &c.” On 2 March 1788, she was “Inattentive at Chapel—Supped at Dr 
Currie’s with Mr Smith and Mr Tate—talked and read Poetry. Marratan and Adela.” On 16 March 1788 she records 
the following: “Miss C poorly at Dr Currie’s—drank tea and supped there. Mr Trench there—talked of the Wrongs 
of Africa.” See David Sekers, ed., “The Diary of Hannah Lightbody 1786-90,” Enlightenment and Dissent 24 
(2008): 59, 63. 
 
10 Sekers, ed., “The Diary of Hannah Lightbody,” 58. 
 




for two nights later she records that she “lay awake endeavouring to recollect the Negro’s 
Complaint”—the original title of Currie and Roscoe’s serious antislavery song.12  
Evidence of her continued support of abolition is harder to come by after her marriage in 
1789. David Sekers has uncovered a few documents that suggest she remained opposed to the 
slave trade but that she was unable to speak her mind because of her marriage. The first is an 
allusion to the slave trade in a letter Hannah (now Hannah Greg) wrote to William Rathbone in 
1798. “Surely in Ireland, in India and in Africa,” she wrote, “the English name must be for ever 
odious—expressive of Injustice, Arrogance and Cruelty.”13 Significantly, Sekers found a scrap of 
paper scrawled in Hannah’s writing that suggests she had to keep silent about her beliefs due to 
her husband’s connection to the slave trade. According to Sekers, she copied out a quotation  
from the end of a famous speech in which Bishop Horsley, an outspoken critic of the 
slave trade, [which] refers to the eternal damnation awaiting those who produced 
arguments to defend it. Below this Hannah has written ‘some things one cannot resolve to 
utter from fear.’14 
 
Based on the experiences of James Currie and Hannah Lightbody, it seems that sociability and 
abolitionism did not mix in situations where two parties fell on opposite sides of the debate. 
 Even abolitionists who had no personal relationships to slave traders found difficulty 
incorporating their abolitionism into social settings. In 1789, Hannah More (1745-1833) wrote a 
letter to her sister describing just such a situation. More was an outspoken evangelical moralist 
who counted herself in the friendship circle of prominent abolitionists based in Teston.15 Her 
 
12 Sekers, ed., “The Diary of Hannah Lightbody,” 59. 
 
13 Quoted in Sekers, A Lady of Cotton, 73.  
 
14 Sekers, A Lady of Cotton, 74. 
 
15 On the early abolitionist circle at Teston in Kent, see Christopher Leslie Brown, “British Evangelicals and 
Caribbean Slavery after the American War,” in Moral Capital: Foundations of British Abolitionism (Chapel Hill, 




1788 poem, Slavery, A Poem and moralist tract, Thoughts on the Importance of the Manners of 
the Great, were widely read and admired in abolitionist circles.16 She was praised for holding her 
own among male authors: William Cowper wrote that “she is a favourite writer with me, and has 
more nerve and energy both in her thoughts and language than half the He rhimers in the 
kingdom.”17 Yet More felt herself unable to continue a conversation with a group of people 
including Horace Walpole, a long-time opponent of the slave trade, when Banastre Tarleton 
entered the room of a party they were attending:  
I was in a large party one evening, showing a section of the African ship in which the 
transportation of the negroes is so well represented, to Mr. Walpole, &c., when, who 
should be announced but Mr. Tarleton, the Liverpool delegate, who is come up to defend 
slavery against humanity. I popped the book out of sight, snapped the string of my 
eloquence, and was mute at once.18 
 
This letter speaks to the power of social codes, which meant that the presence of a political 
opponent in the same room at a party put a stop to political conversation. But it also provides us 
a glimpse of a moment of sociable abolitionism. Prior to Tarleton’s arrival, More, Walpole, and 
others (“&c.”) had been socializing over a disturbing image among. This was most likely the 
famous print of the slave ship, Brookes, which had been in circulation for the past two years.19 
 
16 Incidentally, both William Cowper and Admiral Sir Graham Moore initially assumed More’s anonymously 
published Thoughts on the Importance of the Manners of the Great was written by William Wilberforce. Word soon 
got out that More was the author, however. See Letter from William Cowper to Lady Hesketh, 12 March 1788, in 
The Letters and Prose Writings of William Cowper, eds. James King and Charles Ryskamp, Vol. 3, Letters 1787–
1791 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1982), 123; Letter from Admiral Sir Graham Moore to James Currie, 1 April 1788, 
Liverpool Archives, 920 CUR 109. 
 
17 Letter from William Cowper to Lady Hesketh, 16 February 1788, in The Letters and Prose Writings of William 
Cowper, eds. King and Ryskamp, 103-104.  
 
18 William Roberts, Esq., Memoirs of The Life and Correspondence of Mrs. Hannah More, vol. 1 (New York: 
Harper & Brothers, 1834), 310. 
 
19 Much has been written about the Brookes image (also spelled Brooks), both in its own time and as a continual 
model for depictions of slavery. See Nicholas Radburn and David Eltis, “Visualizing the Middle Passage: The 
Brooks and the Reality of Ship Crowding in the Transatlantic Slave Trade,” The Journal of Interdisciplinary History 
49, no. 4 (2019): 533-565; Jacqueline Francis, “The Brooks Slave Ship Icon: A ‘Universal Symbol’?” Slavery & 
Abolition 30 (2009): 327–338; Marcus Wood, “Imaging the Unspeakable and Speaking the Unimaginable: The 
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The print showed cross-sections of a slave ship, demonstrating how closely Black bodies were 
packed into slave ships. Depending on who else was in the group conversation, and how well-
versed they were in abolitionist pamphlet literature, the conversation may have taken a number 
of turns. Perhaps they talked about how it might feel to be shackled and made to lie down nearly 
on top of another human being in the foul-smelling hold of a ship. Possibly they were discussing 
tactics for abolishing the slave trade in Parliament. Maybe each was congratulating the other for 
her or his activist work in support of abolition. Or perhaps they were bonding over a shared 
feeling of guilt and shame that Britain, their supposedly free, moral, and Christian nation, was 
leading the slave trade in this period. There was a widespread belief that Britons were 
individually culpable for the slave trade’s continuance but also capable of working toward its 
abolition. This sense of personal responsibility for the slave trade impacted the way abolitionists 
interacted with one another in words and in music, so it will be worth mentioning a few 
contemporary examples of this perspective here. 
The argument was often made in this period that the slave trade was Britain’s national 
sin, not just the sin of those who were directly involved. By this logic, the shame of the slave 
trade was laid at the feet of each individual Briton.20 This rhetoric was employed by Black 
abolitionists like Quobna Ottobah Cugoano (ca. 1757- after 1791), who wrote that 
[W]hile ever such a horrible business as the slavery and oppression of the Africans is 
carried on, there is not one man in all Great-Britain and her colonies, that knoweth any 
thing of it, can be innocent and safe, unless he speedily riseth up with abhorrence of it in 
 
‘Description’ of the Slave Ship Brookes and the Visual Interpretation of the Middle Passage,” Lumen 16 (1997): 
211-45. 
 
20 On the slave trade as the national sin, see Katie Donington, Ryan Hanley, and Jessica Moody, introduction to 
Britain’s History and Memory of Transatlantic Slavery: Local Nuances of a “National Sin,” eds. Katie Donington, 
Ryan Hanley, and Jessica Moody (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2016), 1–20; Srividhya Swaminathan, 
Debating the Slave Trade: Rhetoric of British National Identity, 1759–1815 (Farnham, UK: Ashgate, 2009); Linda 
Colley, Britons: Forging the Nation 1707–1837, rev. ed.. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009), 357–68. 
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his own judgment, and, to avert evil, declare himself against it, and all such notorious 
wickedness.21 
 
While Cugoano could make this critique from a semi-outsider’s perspective—he had been living 
in Britain for decades but had been forced into slavery by British slave traders as a young boy—
many white Britons also joined in the criticism of their nation. William Wilberforce famously 
blamed himself and the whole of Parliament for the continuance of the slave trade in his 1789 
speech on abolition: 
I mean not to accuse any one, but to take the shame upon myself, in common, indeed, 
with the whole parliament of Great Britain, for having suffered this horrid trade to be 
carried on under their authority. We are all guilty—we ought all to plead guilty, and not 
to exculpate ourselves by throwing the blame on others.22 
 
Private correspondence of citizens who were not Members of Parliament featured this type of 
rhetoric, too. John Newton, the former slave trader and the author of the hymn, “Amazing 
Grace,” wrote a letter to Hannah More in which he warned that if Britain did not abolish the 
slave trade following the investigation into the trade that was occurring the late 1780s and early 
1790s, it would “constitute a national sin, and of a very deep die.”23 William Cowper likewise 
wrote to his cousin Lady Hesketh along the same lines:  
It had been less dishonourable for England never to have stirred in it, than after having 
done so, to fall asleep again. Till now, we were chargeable perhaps only with Inattention, 
but hereafter, if the poor creatures be not effectually redressed, and all buying and selling 
of them prohibited for ever, we cannot be wrong’d by the most opprobrious appellations. 
 
21 Quobna Ottobah Cugoano, Thoughts and Sentiments on the Evil and Wicked Traffic of the Slavery and Commerce 
of the Human Species, Humbly Submitted to the Inhabitants of Great-Britain, by Ottobah Cugoano, a Native of 
Africa (London, 1787), 79. 
 
22 William Wilberforce, The Speech of William Wilberforce, Esq. Representative for the County of York, on 
Wednesday the 13th of May, 1789, on the Question of the Abolition of the Slave Trade, to Which are Added, the 
Resolutions then Moved, and a Short Sketch of the Speeches of the Other Members (London: Logographic Press, 
1789), 4-5. 
 
23 Letter from John Newton to Hannah More, 1787, in Memoirs of the Life and Correspondence of Mrs. Hannah 




Call us, who will, deliberately cruel and Tyrants upon principle, we are guilty and must 
acknowledge it.24 
 
Though he had no immediate connections to the British slave trade, Cowper took the issue 
personally, including himself among the guilty by virtue of his nationality.  
According to the logic of Cugoano, Wilberforce, Newton, and Cowper, white British 
individuals ought to take responsibility for the nation’s sin of slave trading and work towards 
abolition themselves. On the other hand, Black abolitionists who had been victims of the slave 
trade did not describe similar feelings of personal guilt. Yet these authors still wrote with a sense 
of personal responsibility for stopping the trade. Olaudah Equiano, for example, described his 
“hope of becoming an instrument towards the relief of his suffering countrymen” in the 
dedication of his Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano.25 Likewise, Ignatius 
Sancho put himself forward to Laurence Sterne as a representative of his people: “think in me, 
you behold the uplifted hands of Millions of my moorish brethren,” he wrote.26 It was through 
Sancho that Sterne was supposed to imagine that he saw the “attitudes” and heard the 
“supplicatory address” of the enslaved.27 These authors conceived of their individual roles in the 
movement similarly to Cugoano, who, as Vincent Carretta has pointed out, “saw the struggle 
against the trade as a kind of group project.”28 
 
24 Letter from William Cowper to Lady Hesketh, 31 March 1788, in The Letters and Prose Writings of William 
Cowper, eds. King and Ryskamp, 140. 
 
25 Olaudah Equiano, The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavas Vassa, the African. 
Written by Himself, 8th edn (Norwich: Printed for and Sold by the Author, 1794), ix. 
 
26 Letter from Ignatius Sancho to Laurence Sterne, 21 July 1766, in Letters of the Late Ignatius Sancho, An African, 
ed. Carretta (Peterborough, Canada: Broadview Edition, 2015), 311-312.  
 
27 Letter from Ignatius Sancho to Laurence Sterne, 21 July 1766, in Letters of the Late Ignatius Sancho, ed. Carretta, 
312. 
 
28 Vincent Carretta, “Introduction,” in Thoughts and Sentiments on the Evil of Slavery and Other Writings, by 




For these writers, ridding the nation of the slave trade was not the responsibility of 
Members of Parliament alone but of each individual Briton. This suggests that small, one-on-one 
interactions were important parts of the larger political movement. What role did music play in 
this sociable form of abolitionism? Just as the image of the Brookes slave ship sparked a friendly 
interaction between Hannah More and Horace Walpole over the issue of the slave trade, in this 
chapter I show that a musical score could prompt amateur musicians to engage in a conversation 
about the slave trade. Depending on the type of guests she had invited to her home, the owner of 
a score like William Howard’s “The Negro’s Lamentation” may have chosen to display her 
recent purchase from Fentum’s Music Warehouse or she might have hidden it away underneath 
her more politically neutral scores (see Appendix, Figure 8, p. 283). Seeing such a score laid 
out on the stand of the family pianoforte might have prompted two guests to examine the score’s 
title, text, and music—the features that, as I argued in the previous chapter, marked it as a 
“serious antislavery song”—and then discuss their thoughts and feelings on the slave trade. But a 
score could act as more than a visual cue, prompting a friendly exchange about the slave trade. 
Here, I position musical scores as active participants in sociable interactions about the slave 
trade. I argue that musical “conversations” between scores, musicians, and listeners could elicit 
that same motivating sense of guilt and personal responsibility that was involved in verbal 
interactions between people like More and Walpole.  
This chapter thus brings together for the first time a body of recent scholarship on 
sociable music-making in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries with the specific 
political and historical context of the anti-slave-trade movement. I find two concepts from music 
studies to be particularly useful for understanding the sociable nature of practicing, performing, 
and sight-singing from the scores of serious antislavery songs. The first is the notion that a piece 
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of music or a score can socialize with a listener, and vice versa. The second is the concept of the 
musical score as a script for a social interaction between performers. Before analyzing the scores 
of three serious antislavery songs, it will be useful to explore some of ways the scores I study 
exemplify these musical concepts. 
 
Music and Sociability 
W. Dean Sutcliffe has recently explored the sociable qualities of the music of Haydn and 
Mozart. Within individual compositions, he argues, phrases and sections of the form seem to 
converse with one another in a reciprocal relationship. Between the composition and the listener, 
too, there is a sociable relationship, or what Sutcliffe calls “an interactive model of musical 
communication.”29 The sonata, for instance, “asks for ‘attention’ from its auditors. Even if the 
request is politely phrased, it still mandates a level of engagement that goes beyond our later 
image of easy listening.”30 Likewise, Sutcliffe examines the sociable nature of the famous 
comical conclusion to the final movement of Haydn’s “Joke” quartet, which leaves an attentive 
listener waiting for the second half of a phrase that never comes. Here, he argues that Haydn 
“forces the listener to interact with the music, to take an active role in making sense of the 
sounding data.”31 In contrast to the music of Mozart and Haydn, many serious antislavery songs 
composed in Britain at the close of the eighteenth century were written simply and in strophic 
form. To my knowledge, none deliberately thwarted the listener’s expectations at the level of 
 
29 W. Dean Sutcliffe, Instrumental Music in an Age of Sociability: Haydn, Mozart and Friends (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2019), 49. 
 
30 Sutcliffe, Instrumental Music in an Age of Sociability, 49-50. 
 




Haydn’s “Joke” quartet; the most surprising musical turn I have found in these songs is the 
occasional deceptive cadence. Nevertheless, the songs I analyze coupled their simple musical 
material with anti-slave-trade lyrics that called out the complicity of Britons with the slave trade 
and demanded attention, engagement, and self-reflection on the part of the listener. As I will 
explore later, listening to a performance of a serious antislavery song would likely have made 
many listeners uncomfortable with their unintentional support of the slave trade or at least 
reflective about their personal obligation to help abolish it. Thus, the song puts the listener “on 
the spot” and asks her, in response to this confrontation, to reassess her role in the movement.   
Like Sutcliffe, Emily H. Green has written about eighteenth-century music that socializes 
with its listener, asking for attention and engagement from its consumers. Her specific focus, 
however, is on musical scores as physical objects rather than “the music itself.”32 Green 
creatively writes from the perspective of scores that “speak” directly to the musicians who used 
them and to the present-day readers of her scholarship. The scholarship of Jeanice Brooks and 
Glenda Goodman provides rich contextual detail for such musical conversations in practice. 
Though their analyses have not centered on the metaphor of conversation between musician and 
score, they explore the many ways specific British and American women engaged with their 
scores in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.33 
 
32 Emily H. Green, “How to Read a Rondeau: On Pleasure, Analysis, and the Desultory in Amateur Performance 
Practice of the Eighteenth Century,” Journal of the American Musicological Society 73, no. 2 (2020): 267-325; 
Emily H. Green, “Memoirs of a Musical Object, Supposedly Written by Itself: It-Narrative and Eighteenth-Century 
Marketing,” Current Musicology 95 (2013): 193-213.  
 
33 Glenda Goodman, Cultivated by Hand: Amateur Musicians in the Early American Republic (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2020); Glenda Goodman, “Bound Together: The Intimacies of Music-Book Collecting in the Early 
American Republic,” Journal of the Royal Musical Association 145 (2020): 1-35; Jeanice Brooks, “Making Music,” 
in Jane Austen: Writer in the World, ed. Kathryn Sutherland (Oxford: The Bodleian Library, 2017), 36-55; Jeanice 
Brooks, “Musical Monuments for the Country House: Music, Collection, and Display at Tatton Park,” Music and 




I argue that the scores of serious antislavery songs conversed with the amateurs who used 
them. In this conversation, the score “tells” its consumer to take a variety of actions—to practice 
from it, to copy it out into a manuscript music book, and to perform from it, among other actions. 
The owner of the score “speaks back” by doing these things. In the process of engaging with her 
score, the musician gets to know its meaning, thereby introducing abolitionist arguments into her 
everyday life. The musician-to-score conversation can lead to a performance of the song for and 
with friends, in which she shares her intimate knowledge of abolitionist arguments with others in 
her social circle.  
Edward Klorman and Nicholas Cook have explored music’s sociability from another 
angle. They analyze the ways in which the musical score acts as a theatrical script for a polite 
conversation that occurs between multiple musicians in performance. Klorman specifically 
focuses his analyses on what he calls “multiple agency” in Mozart’s chamber music. His concept 
of “multiple agency” recognizes that 
a chamber music score is, above all, something to be played, an encoded musical 
exchange in which each player assumes an individual character, similar in many respects 
to a theatrical script. To hear a string quartet as multiple agency, is not to conceive some 
derivative imitation of conversation in which words have been replaced by notes. Rather, 
the resemblance between chamber music and artful conversation arises because they are 
both diverting forms of social intercourse among cultured individuals.34 
 
Cook is interested in applying this concept of the score as a “social script” to music of a variety 
of genres and periods, including the eighteenth-century string quartet.35 Both scholars focus 
mainly on instrumental music. I bring this concept of the musical score as a script for social 
 
34 Edward Klorman, Mozart’s Music of Friends: Social Interplay in the Chamber Works (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2016), 123. 
 
35 Nicholas Cook, Beyond the Score: Music as Performance (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 263-265; 




interaction to my analysis of serious antislavery song scored for multiple musicians, a repertoire 
that remains largely unknown to musicologists and historians of abolitionism. By analyzing this 
repertoire through the lens of the score as social script, we may better understand the extent and 
specific practices of sociable abolitionism.  
In the sections that follow, I first analyze three “conversations” that a score for solo voice 
and keyboard accompaniment, such as William Howard’s “The Negro’s Lamentation,” may have 
prompted. One is the repetitive process of practicing from a musical score, which I frame here as 
a lengthy conversation between the score and the amateur musician. Through the process of 
getting to know her score, the score asks the musician to study and recite its lyrics, to sing its 
melody, to work through the text-setting of its later stanzas, and to play its accompaniment. By 
having the musician respond by working through the lyrics many times over while reciting and 
singing, the score forces the musician to think about her complicity in the slave trade and her role 
in abolishing it. The second conversation would have occurred if this musician decided to 
perform the song for her friends and family members. Here again, the song confronts its 
consumer, but this time the social interaction occurs between the singer and her listener(s). The 
third conversation would occur if two musicians played through the score together. In this 
conversation, the accompanist and vocalist start out in agreement over the tragedy of the slave 
trade. Over the course of the four stanzas, the singer turns on her accompanist and accuses her of 
complicity with the slave trade. These musical conversations, I argue, created the same sorts of 
social tensions that were involved in sociable abolitionism through “real” conversations. In all 
three cases, abolitionists confronted one another with hard truths about the slave trade. 
I then analyze the scores of two serious antislavery songs written for multiple singers 
and/or instrumentalists: John Danby’s “The Negroe’s Complaint” and Joseph Mazzinghi’s “The 
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Negroes.” These scores acted as scripts for sociable interactions between singers who sight-read 
the score together in a friendly setting. Whereas Danby’s glee scripted a sort of conversation that 
might have occurred at a poetry reading club, in which a group of friends discovered and 
discussed aspects of a poem, Mazzinghi’s glee scripted a conversation where different members 
of a small antislavery community expressed their support for the cause and were greeted with 
words of affirmation. Because both are settings of Cowper’s “The Negro’s Complaint,” their 
confrontational lyrics could also spark uncomfortable moments of sociable abolitionism.  
 
Socializing with the Score of Howard’s “The Negro’s Lamentation” (1800) 
As a first example of the ways musical scores could produce sociable, musical 
interactions about slavery, let us return to Howard’s “The Negro’s Lamentation” (See Appendix, 
Figure 8, p. 283).36 Starting in 1800, this score was available for purchase at Fentum’s Music 
Warehouse in London. Here, I use contemporary singing treatises to describe the sociable 
process of getting to know this score through private musical practice in the home.  
Singing treatises provided differing advice on how exactly one should approach 
practicing such a song for the first time, but as Robert Toft has convincingly shown, most 
treatises instructed singers to begin by studying and “recit[ing] their texts as spoken dramatic 
readings.”37 For example, in 1771, Anselm Bayly suggested that singers should “first study the 
sentiment of recitatives and airs, how to speak the words, and you will seldom fail in singing the 
 
36 William Howard, “The Negro’s Lamentation. A fashionable Ballad, with an Accompaniment for the Harp, or, 
Piano-Forte, Composed by W. Howard” (London: Fentum’s Music Warehouse, 1800). 
 





notes.”38 In his Introduction to the Art of Sol-Fa-Ing and Singing (ca. 1807), Jean Jousse gave 
clearer directions for learning “how to speak the words,” telling singers to “read several times 
over the words of the Piece which you are to sing, observe the punctuation where the emphasis 
lies, ponder the sense, try to make your own the sentiments express’d by the Notes.”39 William 
Kitchiner spent much of his 1821 treatise discussing this question of “where the emphasis lies,” 
expounding upon the necessity of studying both “accent” and “emphasis” in the poetic text.40 By 
“accent” and “emphasis,” he meant that singers should recognize the meter of the poem and 
identify important words in each line. 
If a female amateur received this standard advice to “study,” “speak,” “read over,” 
observe,” and “ponder” the words before singing, she would have begun her study of William 
Howard’s “The Negro’s Lamentation” by reading the following words aloud: 
Behold me torn from Afric’s shore 
The place which gave me birth, 
A foreign nation to explore 
Where interest dazzles worth. 
 
Behold me bound with heavy Chains, 
And forc’d from all I love, 
My wife, my child, _ the Dear remains, 
They know not where I rove. 
 
Let all prevailing nature speak, 
And wear Compassions Face, 
Let pity smile upon your Cheek, 
Thus shade your own Disgrace. 
 
Alas! I see no merit reign, 
Triumphant on your Brow, 
Then farewell all, but ah the shame 
 
38 Anselm Bayly, A Practical Treatise on Singing and Playing with Just Expression and Real Elegance (London: J. 
Ridley, 1771), 62. 
 
39 Jean Jousse, Introduction to the Art of Sol-fa-Ing and Singing (London: Goulding & Co., ca. 1807), xi. 
 




Proud Briton, rests with you. 
 
On this first reading, she might have observed the formal qualities of the poem, reading for 
accent, emphasis, and punctuation. Reading aloud, she would have heard the poem’s use of 
common meter—that is, the alternation between eight-syllable lines in iambic tetrameter and six-
syllable lines in iambic trimeter. Knowing this, she would have needed to consider which words 
ought to be emphasized in each line. For example, when speaking aloud the third line of the first 
stanza (“A foreign nation to explore”), she would have ideally emphasized the words “foreign,” 
“nation,” and “explore,” rather than the word “to,” despite the fact that the word “to” is 
technically a stressed syllable in this line of iambic tetrameter. In terms of punctuation, carefully 
attending to exceptions to the fairly regular use of commas and periods at the end of the lines 
could have helped her to understand the text’s emphasis and sentiment as well. For instance, the 
exclamation point after “Alas!” in the first line of the fourth stanza (“Alas! I see no merit reign,”) 
might have led her to emphasize this word when reciting the text. Additionally, she might have 
read the underscore in the third line of the second stanza (“My wife, my child, _ the Dear 
remains,”) as a choked-up pause or sentimental sigh. As literary scholars have long pointed out, 
authors of sentimental literature creatively used punctuation marks such as dashes to convey 
emotionally charged sighs, gasps, and pauses that could not be described in words.41  
Reading the text “several times over,” this female consumer of “The Negro’s 
Lamentation” would have had plenty of time to further “ponder the sense” and “study the 
sentiment” of its text.42 In fact, in speaking the text aloud, she would have had to take on the 
voice of the enslaved narrator. The song’s use of first-person narration would have created the 
 
41 Janet Todd, Sensibility: An Introduction (New York: Methuen, 1986), 5–6. 
 




same “oscillation between identification with the speaking ‘I’ of the slave and identification with 
the addressed white Briton” that Lynn Festa observes in William Cowper’s “The Negro’s 
Complaint.”43 For a white female amateur like Hannah Lightbody, this would have entailed 
performing the identity of the African slave.44 For Black female amateurs like Ignatius Sancho’s 
daughters, at least one of whom is known to have been a musician, speaking this text aloud 
would have involved imagining that she was enslaved.45 The poem placed these British readers 
in an imaginary confrontation between themselves and the enslaved African narrator of the 
poem.  
In the first two stanzas, the narrator tells the reader to “behold” him, directing her to note 
that he has been “torn from Afric’s shore” and that he is “bound in heavy chains.” While the 
reader learns details about the cruel treatment the narrator has received at the hands of his 
enslavers—his forced separation from his homeland and family and the shackles he is made to 
wear on his body—the narrator does not directly name the sentiment he feels. The reader must 
therefore study the narrator’s sentiment, pondering the use of the word “lamentation” in the 
song’s title and attending to expressive punctuation marks. By the third and fourth stanzas, it 
 
43 Lynn Festa, Sentimental Figures of Empire in Eighteenth-Century Britain and France (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2006), 164. The text of this poem can be found in Chapter 1. 
 
44 For a critique of white abolitionist attempts at empathy with enslaved Black people that paradoxically prevented 
the full recognition of Black humanity, see Saidiya V. Hartman, Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, Self-Making 
in Nineteenth-Century America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997). 
 
45 Elkanah Watson does not name which of Sancho’s daughters performed on his visit to the Sancho home, but he 
could have been listening to Frances, Mary Ann, or Elizabeth Sancho. See Watson, ed., Men and Times of the 
Revolution; or Memoirs of Elkanah Watson, 233. As yet, I have uncovered no firm evidence to confirm or deny that 
Black women included serious antislavery songs in their musical repertoire, though they would have shopped at the 
same music warehouses I described in the previous chapter and could have accessed these scores if they wished. 
Among the several extant letters written by Elizabeth Sancho, none mentions music. See Stevenson Papers: The 
Letters of Ignatius Sancho, British Library, Add MS 89077, ff. 24r-28v, 34r-v; Gretchen H. Gerzina, “What about 
Women?,” in Black London: Life before Emancipation (Hanover, NH: Dartmouth College Library, 1995), 68-89; 
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becomes clear how the reader is supposed to feel. Here, the narrator returns the gaze of the 
reader. In the third stanza, he expresses his expectation that there will be visible proof of the 
reader’s sentimental reaction on her face in the form of a blush on her cheek: “Let pity smile 
upon your Cheek / Thus shade your own Disgrace.” In the final stanza, the narrator accuses the 
reader of not reacting with compassion, claiming that “your Brow” displays “no merit.” The line 
“Then farewell all” at the end of the poem hints at the narrator’s possible suicide—a common 
trope in antislavery poetry of the time. Nevertheless, the narrator’s tone at the end of the poem 
has altered from the lamentation of the opening stanzas to a bold, perhaps indignant critique of 
the reader: “but ah the shame / Proud Briton, rests with you.” Thus, by reciting the poem several 
times, the singer would have contemplated the emotional and physical impact the slave trade 
made upon enslaved Africans, considered her own capacity to feel pity for the enslaved, and 
subjected her own British identity to potential critique.  
Singing a song did not stop with speaking the text, of course. The next step in socializing 
with this score was to sing the melody. Authors of singing treatises differed in their level of 
specificity about how a singer ought to approach a melody. On one end of the spectrum, 
Gesualdo Lanza advocated for a multi-step process that included speaking the names of the 
solfege syllables in rhythm, singing the melody using solfege syllables, and singing the poetic 
text to the melody.46 Most authors, however, seemed to imply that a singer could use the song’s 
text on her first attempt at singing the melody, as long as she had studied the text first. No matter 
how she initially approached learning the melody, she would have found herself singing a simple 
melody replete with sighing appoggiatura figures over an arpeggiated accompaniment (See 
Appendix, Figure 8, p. 283).  
 




In fact, Howard’s setting of “The Negro’s Lamentation” placed the plight of the enslaved 
African in the musical language of the virtuous heroine in distress. For the female amateur 
musician who identified with sentimental operatic heroines like Nina and Cecchina, this musical 
style may have helped her to connect her own experiences to the narrator’s, or, as Jean Jousse 
put it, to “make [her] own the sentiments express’d by the Notes.”47 Making the leap between 
female disempowerment and race-based chattel slavery seemed natural to some white British 
women in the period, who metaphorically described their own “slavery” in their published 
abolitionist writings.48 For a Black British woman, singing in this musical style may have helped 
her to find a sentimental connection to her personal or familial history with the Middle Passage. 
Having sung through the first stanza to this “pleasingly expressive” melody, the musician 
now needed to sing through the later stanzas of this strophic song to the same music. This was 
not as straightforward as it may seem; as William Kitchiner pointed out, “SECOND VERSES of 
Songs seldom fit the notes so well as those of the First Stanza.”49 Rhythms often needed to be 
changed in order to fit the number of words included in the lines of subsequent stanzas and to 
avoid stressing the incorrect syllables. Some composers and publishers acknowledged this by 
including notated rhythms and pitches in small type next to or above the words of later stanzas 
that fit awkwardly with the melody. Others, including Howard, did not give any hints as to 
suitable text-settings of subsequent stanzas. 
 
47 Jousse, Introduction to the Art of Sol-fa-Ing and Singing, xi. 
 
48 The tradition of claiming that white women’s experiences were as bad as chattel slavery was long-lasting and 
ultimately worked against movements for racial equality, especially in later centuries. See Moira Ferguson, Subject 
to Others: British Women Writers and Colonial Slavery, 1670–1834 (New York: Routledge, 1992), 176; Clare 
Midgley, “Anti-slavery and the roots of ‘imperial feminism,’” in Gender and Imperialism, ed. Clare Midgley 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1998), 161-179. 
 
49 Kitchiner, Observations on Vocal Music, 66. Capitalization original. 
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For instance, in “The Negro Boy, who was sold by an African Prince for a Metal Watch” 
(1792) (See Appendix, Figure 11a-11b, pp. 288-289), a serious antislavery song by Edward 
Miller, the third line of the second stanza is accompanied by a notated eighth note in small 
type.50 This indicates to the singer that she ought to sing the rhythms found in Example 4.1, 




Example 4.1. Miller, “The Negro Boy,” 
stanza 2, line 3, mm. 15-16. Correct setting. 
Example 4.2. Miller, “The Negro Boy,” 
stanza 2, line 3, mm. 15-16. Incorrect setting. 
 
While composers like Miller anticipated text-setting issues for their consumers, others left the 
decision-making up to the singer. One early nineteenth-century singer’s text-setting process can 
be seen in a copy of John Ross’s “The Captive African,” which is held at the Eastman School of 
Music (See Appendix, Figures 4a-4c, pp. 277-279). Whoever owned this score carefully 
worked through and edited the text of the second stanza. The owner seems to have preferred 
syllabic text-setting, adding in words to avoid slurring two pitches on a single syllable. To cite 
one example of this, the word “my” inserted in the second line (“From [my] country and liberty 




Example 4.3. Ross, “The Captive African,” 
stanza 2, line 2. Setting implied by the 
original text. 
Example 4.4. Ross, “The Captive African,” 
stanza 2, line 2. Setting chosen by score’s 
owner. 
 
50 Edward Miller, “The Negro Boy, who was sold by an African Prince for a Metal Watch, A Favorite Song Sung by 




Like the owner of “The Captive African,” I found myself spending time working 
carefully through the text of stanzas two, three, and four of Howard’s “The Negro’s 
Lamentation,” which contains no hints as to suitable text-settings for these stanzas. There were 
several lines that required me to pause and work out the best possible text-setting. For example, 
in the second line of the first stanza, Howard repeats the words “which gave” two times (See 
Appendix, Figure 8, p. 283, mm. 13–16). When singing the corresponding line of the third 
stanza (“And wear Compassions [sic] Face”), I could not repeat the syllables that fell on the 
exact same part of the melody, as this would have meant repeating the first two syllables of the 
word “compassion.” Instead, I chose between the two options in Example 4.5: 
 
Example 4.5. Howard, “The Negro’s Lamentation” (1800), stanza 3, line 2, mm. 13–16. Options 
1 and 2. 
 
Throughout my trial-and-error phase, I found myself repeating crucial words in the poem, 
including ones that might have shamed a white Briton of the time. This was the case in the final 
line of the fourth stanza. In the corresponding line of the first stanza, Howard expands the length 
of the word “interest” from the two syllables that would be used to speak the line in iambic 
trimeter (“Where in-terest daz-zles worth”) to three equally stressed syllables (“in-ter-est”):  
 
Example 4.6. Howard, “The Negro’s Lamentation” (1800), stanza 1, line 4, mm. 21–24. 
This created a problem for me when setting the same music to the two-syllable word, “Briton,” 
in the last line of the fourth stanza (“Proud Bri-ton rests with you”). When I went to practice this 
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line, I found myself singing the words “Proud Briton” many times as I tried out possible settings. 
I first tried leaving out the pickup in an attempt to mimic the way Howard set each syllable of the 
word “in-ter-est” as a pair of slurred eighth notes: 
 
Example 4.7. Howard, “The Negro’s Lamentation” (1800), stanza 4, line 4, mm. 21–24. Option 
1. 
 
I then tried placing a four-note melisma on the second syllable of the word “Briton”: 
 
Example 4.8. Howard, “The Negro’s Lamentation” (1800), stanza 4, line 4, mm. 21–24. Option 
2. 
 
This altered the sense of the line’s iambic trimeter, though, putting too great a stress on the 
second syllable of the word “Briton.” Ultimately, I decided to place the melisma on the first 
syllable of that word:  
 
Example 4.9. Howard, “The Negro’s Lamentation” (1800), stanza 4, line 4, mm. 21–24. Option 
3. 
 
My point here is not to exaggerate the difficulty of this piece, but to illuminate the ways that 
practicing a strophic abolitionist song might force an amateur to repeatedly sing words that 
would have required her to confront her nation’s (and therefore her own) tarnished reputation 
and to think about her own role in helping to abolish the slave trade. 
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For many amateurs, practicing from this score would also have involved accompanying 
oneself at the keyboard or harp. Although authors of singing treatises typically focused on 
singing, rather than singing while playing, they did occasionally allude to the practice of 
accompanying oneself. Gesualdo Lanza directed singers to “avoid accompanying yourself, if you 
can get a competent person to do it,” while Domenico Corri reminded singer-accompanists that 
“if you do accompany yourself, remember that the voice is principal.”51 In any case, the novels 
of Jane Austen provide plenty of examples of this practice; Emma Woodhouse and Jane Fairfax 
of Emma and Marianne Dashwood of Sense and Sensibility all sing songs while accompanying 
themselves at a keyboard instrument.52 Although the musical material of Howard’s song was not 
complicated, I discovered that the layout of the score—with its placement of the texts of stanzas 
two through four at the end of the second page—increased the difficulty of singing and playing 
the later stanzas with fluency. I found myself glancing back and forth between the musical 
notation provided for the first stanza and the non-notated texts found on the second page. This 
involved some partial memorization, both of the keyboard part and the words of the later stanzas. 
It made me wonder: if the score’s layout required me to memorize at least part of the sentimental 
music and accusatory text, how might this experience have affected someone who felt herself to 
be guilty of the national sin and/or responsible for abolishing it? Perhaps after reciting the song’s 
text, singing it to music, working out text-settings for later stanzas, and accompanying herself at 
 
51 Lanza, Elements of Singing, 170; Domenico Corri, The Singers Preceptor or Corri’s Treatise on Vocal Music 
(London: Chappell, 1810), 72. 
 
52 Jane Austen, Emma, in The Novels of Jane Austen, ed. R. W. Chapman, 3rd rev. ed., vol. 4 (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1933), 227; Jane Austen, Sense and Sensibility, in The Novels of Jane Austen, ed. R. W. Chapman, 




the keyboard, she would lie awake at night “endeavouring to recollect” Howard’s song.53 
Possibly, too, socializing with the song in this manner would inspire her to further activism. 
Having practiced the score privately, for example, the female musician might decide to 
perform the song for her friends and family members. In this case, the singer would act as the 
score had done to her during private practice, taking on the role of the imagined enslaved African 
to confront her listeners about their complicity with the slave trade. As Marianne Dashwood’s 
domestic concert in Jane Austen’s Sense and Sensibility reminds us, audience members in this 
period ranged widely in the extent to which they paid attention to musical performances. Here I 
am thinking of a listener who not only recognized the musical and poetic tropes of Howard’s 
song, but who politely listened to a performance. In other words, I am modeling my listener on 
the character of Colonel Brandon, who actually listened to Marianne Dashwood’s performance, 
rather than the inattentive Lady Middleton, who “wondered how anyone’s attention could be 
diverted from music for a moment, and asked Marianne to sing a particular song which Marianne 
had just finished.”54 
A performance of this song before a listener like Colonel Brandon would have drawn 
attention to the crisis at hand—the “look” of Britishness—because the singer would explicitly 
ask her listeners to behold her. Yet in most cases, this singer would not have looked like the 
poetic persona she asked her friends to behold: not male, not enchained, (most often) not Black. 
Though she would ask them to “behold [her] bound in chains,” they would see that she was in 
fact freely sitting at her instrument. Her instrument would not be in a “foreign nation,” but in 
Britain. Significantly, though, the singer would be a “proud Briton,” just the same as her 
 
53 Sekers, “The Diary of Hannah Lightbody,” 59. 
 




listeners. The tensions between what the audience member actually saw and what she was told to 
see would create a conflict in what Anne Stone has described as the “normative oral transmission 
of a song.” According to Stone, “the audience is inclined to attribute to the singer the feelings 
communicated by the poem, thereby conflating the flesh-and-blood singer and the abstract poetic 
speaker into a single persona.”55 Here, the audience could not conflate the singer with the poetic 
speaker.  
I imagine that this tension between seeing and hearing would only have added to the 
discomfort of sitting through a performance of a song in which the audience members were 
criticized and made to feel personally responsible for the continuation of human trafficking. Like 
the barriers to sociable abolitionism felt by James Currie, Hannah Lightbody, and Hannah More, 
the musical conversation brought on by a performance of “The Negro’s Lamentation” was 
probably limited to opponents to the slave trade or to those who were receptive to learning about 
abolitionist arguments. In the next section, we will see how a score could act as a social script for 
an interaction between abolitionists who performed from a score together.  
 
Singing and Socializing about the Slave Trade Together 
In the previous section, I outlined the drawn-out process of socializing with a musical 
score like Howard’s in private practice as well as the shorter, but no less socially awkward, 
social confrontation that occurred when a musician sang from her score in front of an attentive 
listener. There is yet another type of conversation that “The Negro’s Lamentation” might 
prompt. If two musicians played from the same score—one vocalist and one accompanist—the 
score might, as Nicholas Cook and Edward Klorman have put it, “script” a social interaction 
 




between these two musicians.56 This scripted conversation would occur at multiple levels, with 
each musician playing three “roles.” Cook uses role-playing theory to describe the performance 
of a string quartet as a persona, a player, and a person: 
At the level of persona your role is defined by the melody you play—or some filler 
material that glues the ensemble together, if you are playing the role of second violin. 
Then, at the level of player, you are exercising your technical and artistic skills in playing 
your instrument: you are a violinist. And as a person you are John or Mary, at this point 
tied up in rehearsal, but wondering if you will have time to get to the supermarket before 
picking up the kids. These roles are distinct, but what is characteristic of role playing in 
both games and music is that there is always a potential for slippage between them.57 
 
Applying this theory of musical “roles” to texted music is slightly more complicated than using it 
to describe instrumental music, as Cook and Klorman do. The vocalist-persona communicates 
through her melody and her text, while the accompanist-persona communicates only through 
music. Nevertheless, the theory is helpful in parsing out the different levels at which the 
musicians communicate when they play through a score like “The Negro’s Lamentation.” 
At the level of the persona (“the melody that you play”), we might read the continuous, 
“murmuring” arpeggios in the accompanist-persona of “The Negro’s Lamentation” as a constant 
communication of sympathy for enslaved Africans. Over the course of the four stanzas, the 
vocalist-persona turns from sharing in the accompanist-persona’s sadness about slavery to 
questioning the authenticity of her sensibility, finally accusing her of apathy and complicity with 
the slave trade. The shift from agreement to confrontation occurs at the end of the third stanza 
(“Let all prevailing nature speak, / And wear Compassions Face, / Let pity smile upon your 
Cheek, / Thus shade your own Disgrace”). In response to these words, the accompanist-persona 
plays two measures of the sweet, sighing music she has been playing throughout the song. At the 
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start of the fourth stanza (“Alas! I see no merit reign, / Triumphant on your Brow, / Then 
farewell all, but ah the shame, / Proud Briton, rests with you”), the vocal line reframes these two 
measures as an empty communication of sympathy. Example 4.10, below, shows the script of 
the conversation between the two musical personae in the transition from stanza three to stanza 
four.  
At the level of the player, the accompanist and vocalist communicate with one another 
about how to perform the song, negotiating over aspects of the score that Howard has left 
unwritten, such as the tempo and the dynamics. At the level of the person, the song creates a 
situation in which one British musician reminds the other of their shared responsibility for 
ending the slave trade. Both performers are implicated in this accusation, so this musical 
exchange functions similarly to the sociable abolitionism that occurred in real-life conversations 














Example 4.10. Howard, “The Negro’s Lamentation,” Stanzas 3 and 4, mm. 25-30, 9-16.58  
We can read for similar musical conversations throughout the repertoire of serious 
antislavery songs. In addition to the many piano-vocal scores that may have been performed by 
two musicians, several scores scripted interactions between three or more musicians. Some 
called for voice and two or three instrumentalists, like Haydn’s setting of “The Slave’s Lament,” 
which was set for a vocalist, a violinist, and continuo, and William Parke’s “The Indian’s 
Complaint in Captivity,” which was set for a vocalist, a keyboardist, and an oboist or a 
 
58 This is the conversation between the vocalist-persona and the accompanist-persona in the transition from Stanza 3 
to Stanza 4, assuming the performers skip the keyboard introduction to the song in later stanzas. Compare to the 




violinist.59 Others were written for even larger ensembles. Edward Miller’s “The Afflicted 
African,” for instance, was set for solo voice, two violins, viola, continuo, horns and bassoon, 
while Thomas Beilby’s “The Dying Negro” was set for solo voice, horns, flutes, two violins, a 
viola, and harpsichord.60 These larger ensembles may have been used in public performances, 
but there were plenty of large country homes that could accommodate a performance of these 
pieces. For example, the landscaper Humphry Repton described the nightly concerts that took 
place in Harewood House in the late eighteenth century: 
In passing through the great saloon I had observed a number of music desks with books 
and instruments as if prepared for a concert, and found that every evening there was a 
band collected from the family and household, some of the servants taking part on 
various instruments, Lady H played on the piano, and a gentleman accompanied her on 
the violin, thus forming quite a full orchestra for instrumental pieces, while others of the 
family, or visitors like myself, occasionally took part in a glee or sang a solo (much pain 
had also been taken in teaching the singers who formed the choir in the parish church).61 
 
It is highly unlikely that an explicitly anti-slave-trade song would have been sung at Harewood 
House—the owners of the home made their money through plantation slavery—but Repton’s 
quotation speaks to the potential ensemble size of private concerts in larger homes.62  
 
59 Joseph Haydn, “The Slave’s Lament,” in A Selection of Original Scots Songs in Three Parts, the Harmony by 
Haydn, vol. 3 (London: William Napier, 1795), 38; William Parke, “The Indian’s Complaint in Captivity, Compos’d 
by Mr. W. Parke, the Words by Peter Pindar, Esq.” (London: G. Goulding, 1790). 
 
60 Edward Miller, “The Afflicted African, Written by Mr Cowper, Set to Music by Doctor Miller” (London: 
Longman and Broderip, 1789); Thomas Beilby, “The Dying Negro: A Song Composed by Thomas Beilby, Organist 
of Scarbrough: And by him humbly inscribed to Granville Sharpe Esqr. and the other Gentlemen of the Committee, 
formed for promoting an Abolition of the Slave Trade” (London: Longman and Broderip, 1793). 
 
61 Ann Gore and George Carter, eds., Humphry Repton’s Memoirs (Wilby, UK: Michael Russell, 2005), 79. 
 
62 Interestingly, Harewood House was a place where people from opposite sides of the slave trade debate made 
music together—just not music about slavery. Repton goes on to say that William Wilberforce joined in a Sunday 
evening’s concert of sacred music. According to Repton, “At the close of a full chorus of one of Marcello’s psalms a 
clear tenor voice with a most harmonious trill gently swelled out as the other voices seemed to die away. The effect 
was magical, or I might say seraphic! And when it ceased, Lady H observing my surprise and delight, explained the 
mystery. The sound proceeded from the voice of Mr Wilberforce, who cannot be persuaded to sing except when the 
innate harmony of his soul is drawn forth and made vocal by his Maker’s praise. It had therefore been hinted to the 
other singers to watch whether he joined in the chorus and to drop their voices by degrees that his notes might be 
distinctly heard.” Gore and Carter, eds., Humphry Repton’s Memoirs, 79. For an exploration of musical life at 
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Scripting Abolitionist Conversation 
This section explores the “social scripts” created by the two glee settings of Cowper’s 
“The Negro’s Complaint” that I discussed in Chapter 2: John Danby’s “The Negroe’s 
Complaint” (ca. 1790) and Joseph Mazzinghi’s “The Negroes” (ca. 1811-1815) (See Appendix, 
Figures 12a-12h, pp. 290-293 and Figures 13a-13g, pp. 294-300).63 Like the text of Howard’s 
song, the text of “The Negro’s Complaint” included a variety of confrontational moments for the 
British consumer. Lines like “Men from England bought and sold me,” “What are England’s 
rights, I ask / Me from my delights to sever, / Me to torture, me to task?” and “Is there as you 
sometimes tell us, / Is there one who rules on high? / Has he bid you buy and sell us, / Speaking 
from his throne, the sky?” address the reader directly and frame the problem of slavery as a 
national one. Danby’s glee creates a situation where the four singers work through the poem 
together, confronting each other as they go. Mazzinghi’s, on the other hand, removes the 
references to England and makes for an abolitionist conversation with significantly less social 
tension.  
Given the fact that the slave trade was debated in Parliament several times over the 
course of the 1790s, either glee would have made for an unusual repertoire choice during a glee 
club meeting. According to Brian Robins, these male-dominated singing societies forbade their 
members to speak about politics during their convivial evenings of drinking and singing. At the 
London-based Catch Club, for instance, “[a]n alcoholic ‘penalty’ was…levied for breach of a 
 
Harewood House, including a handlist of 114 extant volumes from this period, see Jane Elizabeth Troughton, “The 
Role of Music in the Yorkshire Country House 1770-1850” (PhD diss., University of York, 2014). 
 
63 John Danby, “The Negroe’s Complaint: A Serious Glee for four Voices Composed by J. Danby” (London: 
Longman and Broderip, ca. 1790); Joseph Mazzinghi, “The Negroes, a Glee for Three Voices Composed by J. 




rule forbidding the discussion of politics or religion while the club was in session.”64 Robins 
shows that this avoidance of political discussion continued in the repertoire, even going so far as 
to claim that 
political topics play no part in the glee repertoire, since politics were supposedly left 
behind at the doors of the clubs and societies, even (or perhaps particularly) in the 
instance of a club like the Catch Club, dominated as it was by political membership.65 
  
Danby and Mazzinghi’s antislavery glees are obviously exceptions to this rule. Nevertheless, it is 
worth noting that while Mazzinghi’s glee was part of the repertoire at the Canterbury Catch 
Club, it was written sometime between 1811 and 1815.66 In other words, the glee would have 
been performed at the Canterbury Catch Club at a time when the British public was feeling good 
about its role in the antislavery movement. Parliament had abolished the slave trade in 1807 and 
the second wave of antislavery activism, which once again called on the British public to reflect 
on their role in supporting slavery, would not begin until the 1820s. Robins’s general point about 
the conflict of politics and sociability in glee-singing still stands, therefore, and it is likely that 
very few glee club members would have wanted to risk disrupting the friendly, alcohol-infused 
atmosphere by suggesting a glee on a politically sensitive topic.  
Glees were also sung in the home, however, where the social rules about avoiding 
political topics of conversation were left unwritten and perhaps unheeded. As I showed above, 
abolitionists like More, Walpole, Currie, and Lightbody were willing to discuss the abolition of 
the slave trade with people they knew or suspected to be friendly to the cause. In Chapter 2, I 
 
64 Brian Robins, Catch and Glee Culture in Eighteenth-Century England (Woodbridge, UK: The Boydell Press, 
2006), 60.  
 
65 Robins, Catch and Glee Culture, 142. 
 
66 Canterbury Cathedral Archives, Canterbury Catch Club, Vol. 37, no. 30, CCA-CC-W-7-1. On the Canterbury 
Catch Club, see Chris Price, The Canterbury Catch Club 1826: Music in the Frame (Newcastle: Cambridge 




showed that the composer R. J. S. Stevens socialized with his beloved student and future wife, 
Anna Maria Jeffery, by presenting her with an autograph manuscript of his setting of “The 
Negro’s Complaint” based on Miss Greenwood’s song (See Appendix, Figures 7a-7c, pp. 281-
282). Stevens also owned a copy of Danby’s “The Negroe’s Complaint” (See Appendix, 
Figures 12a-12h, pp. 290-293).67  
Did Stevens sing this four-part glee with his male friends and a boy soprano at a glee 
club? Perhaps. He was member of the Catch Club, the Friendly Harmonists, and the Harmonists, 
so this is certainly a possibility. But he also sang part-songs with his female students in their 
homes. In his Recollections, Stevens wrote that he enjoyed singing “O Strike the Harp,” his 
composition for three voices and two keyboard parts, with Anna Maria and her sister Susanna 
Jeffery.68 Since he and his future wife seem to have agreed on the issue of the slave trade, 
perhaps Stevens sang through his copy of Danby’s glee with the Jeffery sisters and their male 
family members or other male friends at a musical gathering in their home.69 Whether it was 
sung in the home or at the glee club, what type of sociable, abolitionist conversation would this 
score have “scripted”? 
I read Danby’s four-voice glee as a script for a conversation between four singers (and an 
optional keyboard player) who have met to discuss Cowper’s poem.70 This type of sociable 
 
67 Royal Academy of Music, Warren Catches and Glees, vol. 11, 3.891. 
 
68 Mark Argent, ed., Recollections of R. J. S. Stevens: An Organist in Georgian London (London: Macmillan, 1992), 
96. 
 
69 Danby records at least one occasion on which he was hired to conduct a vocal concert at the Jeffery home. See 
Argent, ed., Recollections of R. J. S. Stevens, 112.  
 
70 There are a few measures in the bass line of the score where the bass singer drops out but a continuo part, written 
with smaller noteheads and figured bass, supports a soloist. This indicates that an accompanist may have played 
along with the singers throughout. On the use of continuo parts in glees despite the ideal of an unaccompanied vocal 
music, see Emmanuel Rubin, “Accompaniments,” in The English Glee in the Reign of George III: Participatory Art 




abolitionism would have been similar to the kind that occurred in the Liverpool-based friendship 
circle of Hannah Lightbody, which often revolved around discussions of abolitionist poetry prior 
to her marriage. While I have found evidence only of the informal conversations that Lightbody 
and her friends had over tea in each other’s homes, she and members of her circle also met to 
discuss poetry in more formal literary societies such as the Octonian Society and the Literary 
Society.71 These groups may also have engaged in discussions of abolitionist poetry. Unlike 
these spoken conversations, I argue that the musical conversation about Cowper’s text that would 
have occurred while singing through Danby’s glee took place at three levels. At the level of the 
player, there were four singers and an optional accompanist coordinating their breaths, timings, 
dynamics, and the like. These players may have practiced their parts ahead of time or they might 
have been sight-singing together. In either case, singing from scores together entailed 
discovering aspects of the music in the moment or “playing in the present tense,” to use Edward 
Klorman’s phrase.72 At the level of the persona, the soprano, alto, tenor, bass, and continuo 
personae would have alternated between sharing emotional or intellectual responses to Cowper’s 
text with the group and signaling their agreement with other interpretations by singing 
homophonically in groups of two, three, or four singers. At the level of the person, Anna Maria 
Jeffery, Susanna Jeffery, R. J. S. Stevens, and one or two others would have shared in a 
discussion about the effects of slavery on African people and reminded each other of their own 
complicity as Britons.  
The conversation among all of these roles was scripted by the score and thus, to some 
degree, pre-planned. The piece was written in the older style of glee composition with careful 
 
71 See Sekers, ed., “The Diary of Hannah Lightbody,” 5, 9, 18, 22, 59. 
 




text-setting that marked off different portions of the text with changes in tempo and key.73 Danby 
chose to set five of Cowper’s seven stanzas, which he set as five formal sections. These alternate 
between Larghetto E-flat major sections and Moderato sections in different keys, creating an 
ABA’CA form.  
Table 4.1. The Form of John Danby, “The Negroe’s Complaint” (ca. 1790) 
Stanza Cowper’s Text74 Key Tempo 
1 Forc’d from home and all its pleasures  
Afric’s coast I left forlorn 
To encrease a stranger’s treasure 
O’er the raging billows borne 
Men from England bought and sold me 
Paid my price in paltry gold 
But tho’ theirs they have enroll’d me 
Minds are never to be sold.  
E-flat Major Larghetto 
2  Still in thought as free as ever 
What are Englands rights I ask, 
Me from my delights to sever 
Me to torture me to task 
Woolley locks and black complexion 
Cannot alter natures claim, 
Skins may differ but affection  
Dwells in white and black the same  
C minor Moderato 
3 Why did all creating Nature 
Make the plant for which we toil, 
Tears must water sighs must nurture 
Blood of ours must till the soil. 
Think ye Masters (iron hearted) 
Lolling at your jovial board 
Think how many backs have smarted 
For the sweets your canes afford  
E-flat Major Larghetto 
4 Is there, as you sometimes tell us,  
Is there one who reigns on high? 
Has he bid you buy and sell us 
Speaking from his throne the sky 
He perceiving what vexations  
B-flat Major à E-flat Major 
à C minor 
Moderato 
 
73 Emanuel Rubin contrasts this style to the later, simpler style of what he calls the “public glee.” See Rubin, The 
English Glee in the Reign of George III, 195. 
 
74 All spellings, punctuation marks, and words that diverge from Cowper’s original text are given here as they are 




Afric’s sons wou’d undergo 
Fir’d the Tyrants habitations 
Where his whirlwinds answer no  
5 Deem us link’d with brutes no longer 
‘till some reasons you can find 
Worthier of regard and stronger 
Than the colour of our kind. 
Slaves of Gold whose sordid dealings 
Tarnish all your boasted pow’rs 
Prove that you have human feelings 
Ere ye proudly question ours.  
E-flat Major Larghetto 
 
Each formal section presents opportunities for different members of the group to take over the 
melody, sometimes as a solo and accompanied only by the continuo line. Danby’s constantly 
shifting textures allow the singers to interact with each other in different groupings of two, three, 
and four singers. While there is some repetition of the formal sections, the shifting of textures 
and melodies within each section gives the sense that the musical personae are leading each other 
to new interpretations of Cowper’s text. As an example, take the conversation that occurs in the 
final stanza at the level of the persona. Here, the enslaved African narrator addresses the British 
public, calling them “slaves of gold” and challenging them to prove their own humanity rather 
than questioning the humanity of Africans.  
In Example 4.11, below, the soprano-persona sets the mood for this conclusion to the 
conversation, crying tears of frustration over the first line of text in paired, slurred eighth notes; 
the other three voices support her harmonically.75 The tenor and bass take up her weeping eighth 
notes as they sing “till some reason,” and the whole group cries together on “you can find.” In 
the third and fourth lines, the soprano resumes her crying on “Worthier of regard and stronger,” 
 
75 The gesture is reminiscent of the painting of “tears” on the word “poverina” in Haydn’s aria, “Care spiagge,” in 
La vera Costanza. See Eloise Boisjolis, “Haydn’s Aesthetics of Sensibility: Interpretations of Sentimental Figures, 
Topics, Mode, and Affect in the String Quartet Slow Movements” (PhD diss., The University of Texas at Austin, 




which is answered by a moment of assertive homophonic agreement on the words “than the 
colour of our kind.” So far, the conversation has amounted to an emotionally charged exchange 
between the soprano and the other voices about the frustrating illogicality of race-based slavery. 
In the second half of this stanza, the soprano regains her composure, calling out England’s greed 
in a stately, opera seria idiom. The alto, tenor, and bass personae come together to build on her 
critique, questioning Britons’ humanity in chorale-like homophony. The soprano concludes her 
indignant critique of the British public, which is taken up by the rest of the personae in full 
agreement.  
By taking on these musical personae, the actual musicians singing through this score 
together, like R. J. S. Stevens and Anna Maria Jeffery, would have critiqued one another for their 
lack of sympathy for enslaved Africans. At the same time, the group of musicians—particularly 
the three lower vocal parts—would have come together at several points, agreeing 








Example 4.11. John Danby, “The Negroe’s Complaint,” mm. 66-85. 
In contrast to Danby’s glee, Joseph Mazzinghi’s setting of this same text for three voices 
and continuo would have presented musicians with the opportunity to engage in a much more 
generalized conversation about Cowper’s text (See Appendix, Figures 13a-13g, pp. 294-300). 
Mazzinghi wrote his glee in the later style of glee-writing that tended toward the homophonic 
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and the strophic. He chose a modified strophic form for this glee: each of the four stanzas is split 
into an eight-measure solo and a twelve-measure tutti response. The bass’s solo in the third 
stanza is the only one to use new melodic material.  
Table 4.2. Form of Mazzinghi, “The Negroes” (ca. 1811-1815) 
Stanza Cowper’s Text76 Texture 
1 Forc’d from home and all its pleasure, 
Afric’s coast I left forlorn, 
To increase a stranger’s treasure, 
O’er the raging billows borne. 
Men indeed have bought and sold us, 
Paid our price in paltry gold. 
But as theirs they have inroll’d us, 
Minds are never to be sold. 







2 Still in thought as free as ever, 
What are Tyrants rights, I ask, 
Me from my delights to sever, 
Me to torture, me to task. 
Fleecy locks and black complexion, 
Cannot forfeit Nature’s claim, 
Skins may differ, but then affection, 
Dwells in black and white the same. 





3 Why did all creating Nature 
Make the plant for which we toil? 
Sighs must fan it, tears must water, 
Toil of ours must dress the soil. 
Think, ye masters Iron-hearted, 
Lolling at your jovial boards, 
Think how many backs have smarted, 
For the sweets your cane affords. 





4 Is there, as you sometimes tell us, 
Is there One who rules on high; 
Has he bid you buy and sell us, 
Speaking from his throne the sky? 
Ask him if your knotted scourges, 
Fetters, blood-extorting screws, 






76 All spellings, punctuation marks, and words that diverge from Cowper’s original text are given here as they are 
printed in Mazzinghi’s score. 
 
77 Only the bass solo, written in bass clef, was certainly intended for a male voice. All of the tenor solos are 
unmarked or labeled in a gender-neutral way (e.g. “2d. voice” for the second solo). They are written in treble clef 




Are the means, which duty urges, 
Agents of his will to use! 
 
By using this modified strophic form, Mazzinghi created a conversation that was less 
about engaging with the specific words and arguments of Cowper’s poem and more about stating 
and affirming one’s inclusion in an antislavery community. Compared to Danby’s glee, the solos 
in Mazzinghi’s glee go on for long stretches without interruption from the other voices. I would 
argue that this calls more attention to the person singing the melodic line. Moreover, Mazzinghi 
altered the pronouns of the first stanza to emphasize the distinction between the soloist, who uses 
the first-person singular, and the group, which uses the first-person plural. He also suppressed 
the word “England” in his setting, creating a more comfortable conversation for British singers. 
Whereas Cowper’s narrator pointedly mentioned England at two points in the poem (“Men from 
England bought and sold me” and “What are England’s rights, I ask, / Me from my delights to 
sever, / Me to torture, me to task?”), Mazzinghi altered these lines to read: “Men indeed have 
bought and sold us” and “What are tyrants rights, I ask, / Me from my delights to sever, / Me to 
torture, me to task?” Here, the three singers and the continuo player can safely critique other 
“men” and “tyrants” without admitting themselves to be part of the problem. We might, 
therefore, describe the “script” of each stanza in Mazzinghi’s score as follows: 
SOLOIST: I sympathize deeply with the enslaved narrator of Cowper’s text. 
TENOR 1, TENOR 2, BASS, CONTINUO: Yes, so do we. 
 
Alternatively, we might read it as:  
SOLOIST: I am a member of this antislavery community.  
TENOR 1, TENOR 2, BASS, CONTINUO: Yes, you are part of the antislavery 




The pleasure of singing this glee comes not from righteously accusing oneself and one’s friends 
of complicity with the slave trade but from signaling membership in an antislavery community, 
and having that membership affirmed by other like-minded people.  
 
Conclusion 
Sociable discussions about West Indian slavery must have been occurring all the time in 
the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Particularly at key moments of popular 
mobilization—the petition campaigns of 1787-88 and 1791-92 and the abolitionist campaigning 
in the parliamentary elections of 1806, to name two—it must have been difficult to avoid the 
topic.78 Letters of well-known abolitionists like Hannah More provide glimpses of sociable 
abolitionism, but many more such conversations occurred without being recorded in traditional 
written historical sources. These interactions may have been awkward, productive, distressing, or 
congenial, depending on the political positions of the people involved in the discussion. Musical 
scores like William Howard’s “The Negro’s Lamentation,” John Danby’s “The Negroe’s 
Complaint,” and Joseph Mazzinghi’s “The Negroes” have the potential to greatly expand the 
archive of abolitionist conversation. I contend that scores could interact with musicians, 
engaging them in polite conversation about the “national sin.” During private musical practice, 
the scores taught singers to try to sympathize with captive Africans and prompted them to take a 
closer look at the ways they unintentionally supported the trade. Scores also stimulated musical 
 
78 Seymour Drescher, “The Breakthrough 1787-92,” in Capitalism and Antislavery: British Mobilization in 
Comparative Perspective (New York: Oxford University Press, 1987), 67-88; J. R. Oldfield, “The London 
Committee and Mobilization of Public Opinion against the Slave Trade,” The Historical Journal 35, no. 2 (1992): 
331-343; Seymour Drescher, “Whose Abolition? Popular Pressure and the Ending of the British Slave Trade,” Past 
& Present 143 (1994): 136-166; J. R. Oldfield, “Committees and Petitions,” in Popular Politics and British Anti-
Slavery: The Mobilization of Public Opinion Against the Slave Trade 1787-1807 (Manchester: Manchester 




conversations among friends. Though these conversations were musical and pre-planned by the 
composer, they nevertheless amounted to a real-time exchange of abolitionist ideas among the 
performers. In performing a glee together, musicians formed a temporary antislavery community 
in which friends could call each other out and support one another.  
In the next and final chapter, I continue my exploration of the ways women incorporated 
musical abolitionism into their everyday lives. I study a group of scores that were owned by 
British women in this period, which I encountered at archives across the United Kingdom and 
United States. Many of the scores remain in their original eighteenth-century binding; these 
binder’s volumes contain anywhere from 24 to 104 different songs. I treat the other scores in the 
volumes as important clues for understanding the ways female amateur musicians conceived of 
serious antislavery songs in their day and show that these political songs fit into a larger trend 













Chapter 5. Musical Masquerade and Antislavery Song in Women’s 
Music Collections  
 
Cambridge University Library holds a copy of “The Dying Negro,” a serious antislavery 
song from ca. 1795.1 The composer of the song, James Hook, set to music Frank Sayers’s poem 
about the enslaved African who preferred death to a continuation of his life as a slave.2 Though 
the score itself is an interesting example of the genre of serious antislavery song, equally 
intriguing is the volume into which it is bound. “The Dying Negro” is just one of 104 scores 
included in a large binder’s volume—that is, a bound collection of separately printed musical 
scores—put together by a woman in the late eighteenth century. Attached to the center of the 
front cover of this volume is a rectangular red leather label, which contains the name “JANE 
ANN CRAWFORD” in gold, surrounded by a decorative border of leaves and circles. 
This same library also holds a copy of John Ross’s “The African.”3 The score is a setting 
of Currie and Roscoe’s 1788 poem, which was published in Ross’s Second Set of Nine Songs in 
1796. Though the copy at Cambridge is currently disbound, it shows signs of having been at one 
time part of a large binder’s volume. The pages contain handwritten numbering on the top right-
hand corner of each score; the pages are numbered from 65 to 90. Significantly, a “Miss 
Holwell” has signed and underlined her name in brown ink on the title page of the Second Set of 
Nine Songs. 
 
1 James Hook, “The Dying Negro: An admired Ballad Composed by Mr. Hook” (Dublin: E. Rhames, ca. 1795); 
University of Cambridge, University Library, MR 290.a.75.454. 
 
2 We encountered two other settings of this poem in Chapter 3: one by Thomas Beilby and the other by Sayers 
himself.  
 
3 John Ross, A Second Set of Nine Songs, with an Accompaniment for the Piano-Forte or Harp, Dedicated by 
Permission to the Rt. Hon. Lady Saltoun, by John Ross, Op. 4 (London: Longman & Broderip, 1796); University of 
Cambridge, University Library, MRA 290.75.265.  
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The serious antislavery songs once owned by Jane Ann Crawford and Miss Holwell 
represent an important, untapped set of sources for the study of women’s antislavery activism—
and more specifically, their musical abolitionism. Especially when the scores remain bound into 
collections created by their original owners, personal copies of serious antislavery songs provide 
significant new insight into who exactly sang such songs, how often they sang them, and what 
other types of music these people sang in their homes. With this in mind, I visited libraries and 
archives across the United Kingdom and the United States, searching for scores that bore 
evidence of use in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. While I found no published scores of 
this type that I could positively identify as being owned by men in this period, I did discover the 
names of fifteen women whose personal copies of serious antislavery songs are extant. In 
addition to Jane Ann Crawford and Miss Holwell, the names of these women are: Mrs. Briscoe 
(née Lawrance), Mary Elizabeth Chichester, Amelia Goddard, Mary Hansell, Mrs. Heigham, 
Mrs. Lawrell, Mrs. Reddie, Lydia Hoare Acland (1786-1856), Lady Maria Beauclerk (ca. 1779-
1822), Mrs. Mary Edmeades (1773-1840), Miss Maria Edmeades (1795-1847), Miss Emma 
Edmeades (1796-1875), and Anna Maria Jeffery (1768-1847).4  
Notably, my roster of names is not made up of the illustrious few abolitionists whose 
names have been celebrated in histories of abolitionism—there are no Wilberforces, Clarksons, 
Sharps, and Equianos in this list. Nor are the names familiar from more recent books and articles 
on women’s abolitionism.5 In fact, as was the case with Miss Greenwood, who published her 
song in The Lady’s Magazine, I have been unable to track down firm biographical information 
 
4 Jeffery was the wife of R. J. S. Stevens and the dedicatee of his setting of “The Negro’s Complaint.” See Chapter 
2.  
 
5 Clare Midgley, Women Against Slavery: The British Campaigns, 1780-1870 (London: Routledge, 1992); Moira 





about most of the women on this list. Unsurprisingly, identification proved difficult for women 
who did not inherit titles and who were not owners of homes that are now part of the National 
Trust. But all this uncertainty over the identities of these women only makes their music volumes 
more precious to historians. Their music books are the only existing pieces of evidence that these 
women opposed slavery, and they will surely prove useful in further studies of women’s 
abolitionism in this period. Binder’s volumes that contain serious antislavery songs are therefore 
the focus of the current chapter. 
I contend that because serious antislavery songs often featured lyrics written from the 
perspective of an enslaved African, they fit in seamlessly the many “character songs” in the 
volumes of music created by women in this period. Abolitionist “African” songs and “character 
songs” capitalized on the current vogue for what I call “musical masquerade.” An analog to the 
public masquerade, where Britons used clothing to disguise themselves as generalized identity 
types, musical masquerade allowed Britons to play with their identities from the comfort of their 
own homes. Where masquerade pattern books provided images of potential costume choices for 
attendees of public balls, volumes of musical scores provided information about how to perform 
various identity types in the home. Both kinds of masquerade—public and musical—could 
potentially include moments in which an impersonation of an enslaved African could turn into a 
serious political statement. A volume once owned by Mrs. Briscoe (née Lawrance) to be 
discussed below exemplifies the interconnectedness between musical masquerade and musical 
abolitionism.   
The contents of other volumes call into question present-day assumptions about the 
seriousness and the directness of abolitionist music-making in this period. Mrs. Reddie, for 
example, owned a volume that contained a serious antislavery song and an ironic, comical 
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complaint about slavery that used dialect. Similarly, the Countess of Essex, who subscribed to 
Olaudah Equiano’s Interesting Narrative, owned a faux-African song whose text took a 
lighthearted approach to the problem of slavery. The seeming contradictions of these women’s 
domestic music-making bring new insight into the lived experience of what J. R. Oldfield calls 
“abolitionism at the grass-roots level.”6 The way that they used and categorized their musical 
scores provides context that is not visible when we research antislavery music from the 
perspective of poets, composers, and professional performers.  
 
Key Trends in Binder’s Volumes Containing Antislavery Songs 
 Table 5.1, below, provides a list of personal copies of serious antislavery songs that I 
have found in libraries and historic homes across the United Kingdom and the United States. 
Binder’s volumes and personal copies of scores are unique, tangible pieces of evidence about 
women’s music-making in this period. Therefore, the table is limited to extant copies of scores 
only—it does not include scores that were probably owned by women, which we know about 
through dedications.7 I have also excluded scores I have found in libraries that were clearly once 
personal copies but that were either unsigned or marked only with initials, as neither of these 
 
6 J. R. Oldfield, Popular Politics and British Anti-Slavery: The Mobilisation of Public Opinion Against the Slave 
Trade 1787-1807 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1995), Chapter 5. 
 
7 I have excluded scores that were dedicated to women, though it is likely that these women purchased or received 
copies of the scores to support the composer who flattered them with a dedication: Saunders Bennet, “The Triumph 
of Africa, Written by Wm. Mavor, LLD, Set to Music & Most Respectfully Inscribed (by Permission) to The 
Honble. Mrs. Pryse, by S. Bennet, Organist Woodstock” (London: Bland & Weller, 1807); John Percy, “The 
Celebrated African Indian Ballad, Written by the Revd. W. L. Bowles, M. A., most Respectfully inscribed to the 
Ladies at Mrs. Ogg and Robinsons, Queen Square,” in Select Songs Composed by John Percy, (London: Printed for 
the Author, [1795-1797]), 30-31; Tommaso Giordani, “Where the Poor Negro with Desponding Heart,” in Six 
Canzonets for the Voice, with an accompaniment for the piano forte. Composed, and humbly dedicated to the 
Honourable Miss O’Calaghan, by Signor Giordani (London: Preston & Son, 1795); John Ross, “The African,” in A 
Second Set of Nine Songs, with an Accompaniment for the Piano-Forte or Harp, Dedicated by Permission to the Rt. 




situations gave me a clear sense of the gender of the song’s owner.8 For a similar reason, I have 
left out the copy of John Danby’s “The Negroe’s Complaint” that was owned by the male 
composer, R. J. S. Stevens, which I discussed in detail in the previous chapter.9  
The table is organized alphabetically by the last name of the song’s owner. For each 
score, I provide the location and title of the song. I also indicate whether the song remains in its 
original binding and provide some details about the evidence that this person owned the score. 
While there are many songs of interest in each volume, I have opted to include here any songs in 
the same volume that are related to slavery and African identity, but whose lyrics are not 
explicitly abolitionist. These related songs are listed below the serious antislavery songs and are 











8 These include a volume stamped “JJ” that contains John Percy’s “Celebrated African Indian Ballad” at the 
University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, W Johnson Mus. C. 9 (10) and an unsigned volume that contains John 
Ross’s “The Captive African” at Sibley Music Library at Eastman School of Music, University of Rochester, M242. 
T962 R311 1830. 
 
9 John Danby, “The Negroe’s Complaint”: A Serious Glee for Four Voices” (London: Longman and Broderip, ca. 




Table 5.1. Women’s Personal Copies of Serious Antislavery Songs 
Volume’s Location, 
Shelf Mark  
Song Title Binding Evidence of Ownership 
 
Lydia Hoare Acland (1786-1856)10 
 
1) National Trust, 
Killerton, 








2) National Trust, 
Killerton, 
Vocal Music (M1) 2 16 B 
William Carnaby, 




“Azid, or the Song of 




















Housed at Lydia’s home, 









Housed at Lydia’s home, 
now a National Trust 
property 
 
Lady Maria Beauclerk (ca. 1779-1822) 
 
University of Chicago, 
Special Collections 
Research Center, St. 
Albans Collection of 
Music, M1 f. S17 v. 28 
John Wall Callcott, 
“Forc’d from Home 





Part of St. Albans 
Collection of Music;11 
dates of the items accord 
with Maria’s marriage 
into the family 
 
Mrs. Briscoe (née Miss Lawrance) 
 
Yale University, Beinecke 
Library, BEIN 2013 + 334 
John Wall Callcott, 
“Forc’d from Home 






volume: “E. A. Lawrance 
1799” and “E. A. 
Briscoe”; “E. A. Briscoe 
1805” stamp 
 
10 For more information on the “African” songs in Lydia Hoare Acland and Elizabeth Sykes Egerton’s music 
collections, see Leena Rana, “Music and Elite Identity in the English Country House, c.1790-1840” (PhD diss., 
University of Southampton, 2012), 70-85. See also Anne Acland, A Devon Family: The Story of the Aclands 
(London: Phillimore, 1981). 
 
11 The St. Albans Collection of Music at the University of Chicago is a collection of thirty-four volumes of music 
owned by the successive Duchesses of St. Albans from 1780-1860. For more on this collection, see Jeanice Brooks, 
“Les collections féminines d’albums de partitions dans l’Angleterre au début du XIXe siècle,” in “La la la Maistre 
Henri”: Mélanges de musicology offerts à Henri Vanhulst, ed. Christine Ballman and Valérie Dufour (Turnhout, 




Vincent de Cleve, 
“The Negro Slave” 
(ca. 1795) 
 
Mary Elizabeth Chichester 
 
British Library Music 
Collections I.374.b. Vol. 3 
Joseph Haydn, “The 
Slaves Lament,” in A 
Selection of Original 
Scots Songs (1795) 
New 
binding 
Title page signed “Mary 
Elizabeth Chichester” 
 
Jane Ann Crawford 
 
University of Cambridge, 
University Library, MR 
290.a.75.454 
James Hook, “The 




“Ah could my 
fault’ring tongue” 




Volume cover labeled 
“Jane Ann Crawford” 
 
Mrs. Mary Edmeades (1773-1840) and 
her daughters Maria (1795-1847) and Emma (1796-1875) Edmeades12 
 
1) National Trust, 
Owletts, 





2) National Trust, 
Owletts, 
NT 3154007.14 
Edward Miller, “The 
Negro Boy” (1792) 
 


















Signed “Mrs. Edmeades 
Cobham” (ink) and “Miss 
Edmeades” (pencil); 
Remains in the family 




Volume cover labeled 
“Miss M. & E. Edmeads” 
[sic]; Remains in the 
family home, now a 
National Trust property 
 
Amelia Goddard and her daughter, Mary Hansell 
 
 
12 For more on the Edmeades family through a memoir of Mary’s brother-in-law and Maria and Emma’s uncle, 
William Edmeades, see Michael Baker and Patricia Baker, eds., The Biographical Memoirs of Captain William 




Royal College of Music 
Library, D3452 
John Wall Callcott, 
“Forc’d from Home 
and all it’s [sic] 
Pleasures” (1798)  
 
[Stephen Storace, 







Volume cover labeled 
“Amelia Goddard”; First 
Page Inscribed: “Mary 
Hansell From her Mother 




University of Bristol, 
Restricted Frank S. Brown 
Collection 
A. Anderson 
Feldborg, arr., “The 






Front cover labeled “Mrs. 




University of Cambridge, 
University Library, MRA 
290.75.265 
John Ross, “The 
African,” in Second 






Title page of the set of 
songs signed “Miss 
Holwell” 
 
Anna Maria Jeffery (1768-1847)13 
 
British Library Add. MS. 
31813 f. 164. 
 















University of Cambridge, 
University Library, MR 
290a.75.109 







Signed score: “Mrs 
Lawrell” 
 
13 For more on Anna Maria Jeffery, see Mark Argent, ed., Recollections of R. J. S. Stevens: An Organist in Georgian 
London (London: Macmillan, 1992). 
 
14 For information on Marshall’s collecting activities, see Arthur Searle, “Julian Marshall and the British Museum: 







Yale University, Music 
Library Special 
Collections, 
MUS M1507 E581 + 
Oversize 
John Wall Callcott, 
“Forc’d from Home 








“Poor Orra Tink of 
Yanko Dear” (1780)] 
 
[Charles Dibdin, 




Signature on Inside cover: 
“Mrs. Reddie No. 2 
Songs” 
 
As the table shows, some songs were more popular than others among the women whose 
names I have uncovered in my search. The most popular song seems to have been John Wall 
Callcott’s setting of Cowper’s “The Negro’s Complaint.” As I noted in Chapter 2, this song was 
owned by Lady Beauclerk, Mrs. Briscoe, Mrs. Reddie, and Amelia Goddard and her daughter, 
Mary Hansell. Another popular choice was William Reeve’s “The Desponding Negro,” which 
was owned by Mrs. Lawrell and the women in the Edmeades family. The popularity of this song 
is unsurprising, since it was published several times in the period. Both of the personal copies I 
encountered were published by Longman & Broderip, but the song was also published in the 
period by Bland & Weller, G. Walker, and H. Andrews.15 The song had a wide, transatlantic 
 
15 William Reeve, “The Desponding Negro. A Favorite New Song Written by Mr. Collins and Sung by him with 
Universal Applause in his New Embellished Evening Brush, at the Lyceum Composed by W. Reeve (London: Bland 
& Weller, [WM 1806]), British Library Music Collections G. 295.x.(45); William Reeve, “Desponding Negro, A 
Favorite Song Composed & Sung by Collins in the Evening Brush” (London: G. Walker, ca. 1800), British Library 
Music Collections G.809.qq.(3.); William Reeve, “The Desponding Negro Sung by Mr. Collins in the Evening’s 




reach and was popular among amateurs in the early American republic, including Francis 
Hopkinson and Betsey Gaylord.16 We must bear in mind that the fifteen women I have identified 
are only a handful of the countless of women who surely engaged in musical abolitionism in this 
period—among them, the thousands of subscribers to The Lady’s Magazine and the untold 
numbers of women who bought antislavery music at shops like Fentum’s Music Warehouse. It is 
entirely possible that another small sample of music volumes would have yielded different 
results. Nevertheless, the table suggests the tentative conclusion that Callcott’s “Forc’d from 
Home and all it’s [sic] Pleasures” and Reeve’s “The Desponding Negro” were two popular 
abolitionist songs among female amateurs in this period. 
Table 5.1 also shows that women purchased and bound only one or two antislavery songs 
in their volumes of songs. Lydia Hoare Acland of Killerton House, a National Trust home, 
owned two abolitionist songs by William Carnaby: “Azid, or the Song of the Captive Negro” and 
“The Negro Girl.” Likewise, the women of the Edmeades family of Owletts, another National 
Trust home, bound Miller’s “The Negro Boy” as well as Reeve’s “The Desponding Negro” into 
a single volume. A woman whose volume is held at the Beinecke Library at Yale University, 
Mrs. E. A. Briscoe, owned Callcott’s setting of “The Negro’s Complaint” and V. De Cleve’s 
“The Negro Slave.” Table 5.2, below, provides the breakdown of the number of serious 
antislavery songs out of the number of songs in a volume. I have included in this table scores that 






16 Glenda Goodman, Cultivated by Hand: Amateur Musicians in the Early American Republic (New York: Oxford 




Table 5.2. Serious antislavery songs as a percentage in volumes that were selected and bound by 

















Songs / Volume 
Acland National Trust, Killerton, 
Vocal Music (M5) 1 14 B 
 
2 33 6% 
Beauclerk University of Chicago, 
Special Collections Research 
Center, St. Albans 
Collection of Music, M1 f. 
S17 v. 28 
1 53 1.8% 
Briscoe Yale University, Beinecke 
Library, BEIN 2013 + 334 
2 24 8% 
Crawford University of Cambridge, 
University Library, MR 
290.a.75.454 
2 104 1.9% 
Edmeades National Trust, Owletts, 
NT 3194779.3 and 
NT 3194779.9 
2 25 8% 
Goddard Royal College of Music 
Library, D3452 
1 46 2% 
Lawrell University of Cambridge, 
University Library, MR 
290a.75.109 
1 70 1% 
Reddie Yale University, Music 
Library Special Collections, 
MUS M1507 E581 + 
Oversize 
1 69 1% 
 
It is likely that many of the binder’s volumes that are now held in libraries were 
originally part of much larger music collections. These missing volumes may have contained 
additional songs that supported the slave’s cause. With that said, the binder’s volumes that are 
part of large extant music collections housed at National Trust homes bear out this trend for 
purchasing just a few serious antislavery songs. For example, the two abolitionist songs in Lydia 
Hoare Acland’s binder’s volume are the only two songs of this type in her whole collection of 
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around eighty music books held at Killerton House.17 We can interpret these proportions in a few 
ways. Some of these women may have considered musical abolitionism to be one small part of 
their wider antislavery activities. If they were actively introducing the topic of the slave trade 
into sociable conversations, abstaining from slave-grown sugar, and wearing Wedgwood 
medallions, they may have felt that purchasing two scores devoted to critiquing the slave trade 
showed more than enough support for the cause. We might also consider the low proportion of 
such songs per volume as a reflection of eighteenth-century musicians’ love of variety. The 
standard concert program in this period was “an essentially disparate medley of items,” and 
women’s music collections show this same desire for musical diversity.18 Rather than purchasing 
whole books of antislavery songs, therefore, women incorporated one or two scores into a large 
and varied collection of music.19 They selected a mix of songs about love, patriotism, drinking, 
and nature, among other topics. One pervasive category in all the music books I examined was 
the “character song,” in which the singer took on the role of a generalized identity type or a 
specific, named character from a stage work. Again, rather than choosing many songs associated 
with one character type, musicians in this period selected a variety of characters. Since these 
types of characters were also used in popular costumes at masquerade balls, I conceptualize the 
fashion for singing character songs in the home as a musical analog to the public masquerade. I 
call this phenomenon “musical masquerade.” In what follows, I show that women integrated 
 
17 Rana, “Music and Elite Identity in the English Country House,” 14. 
 
18 Simon McVeigh, Concert Life in London from Mozart to Haydn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 
101. 
 
19 The trend for publishing song books devoted to antislavery emerged from the 1830s onward in the US and the UK 
from a new-found desire to sing at antislavery society meetings. See, for instance, Mary Ann Rawson, Hymns for 
Anti-Slavery Prayer-Meetings (London: Jackson and Walford, 1838); William Wells Brown, The Anti-Slavery 
Harp: A Collection of Songs for Anti-Slavery Meetings. Compiled by William W. Brown, A Fugitive Slave (Boston: 




their serious antislavery songs into their existing practice of musical masquerade, impersonating 
the enslaved African just as they performed the stereotyped roles of the old woman, the gardener, 
the sultan, and the Scotsman, both in song and in dress. 
 
Musical Masquerade 
For the better part of a century, Britons had gathered at large, raucous events where they 
dressed in outlandish clothing to disguise themselves. “The essence of the masquerade,” 
historian Dror Wahrman writes, “was identity play: arriving in costume and masks made the 
participants unrecognizable.”20 Specifically, literary scholar Terry Castle notes that the “rhetoric 
of masquerade” was centered on “antithesis: one was obliged to impersonate a being opposite, in 
some essential feature, to oneself.”21 Masqueraders had many costume options available to them 
as potential disguises for their identities. Dress historian Aileen Ribeiro has written extensively 
on the three most common types of costumes that were used in the period, which Castle sums up 
as: “the domino, or neutral costume; ‘fancy dress,’ in which one impersonated one of a general 
class of beings; and ‘character dress,’ in which one represented a specific figure, usually a 
historical, allegorical, literary, or theatrical character.”22  
In selecting a costume for a masquerade, one might consult a masquerade pattern book, 
which was filled with printed images of potential costumes. Thomas Jefferys’s masquerade 
 
20 Dror Wahrman, The Making of the Modern Self: Identity and Culture in Eighteenth-Century England (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2004), 159. 
 
21 Terry Castle, Masquerade and Civilization: The Carnivalesque in Eighteenth-Century Culture and Fiction 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1986), 5. 
 
22 Castle, Masquerade and Civilization, 58. See also Aileen Ribeiro, The Dress Worn at Masquerades in England, 
1730 to 1790, and Its Relation to Fancy Dress in Portraiture, Outstanding Theses from the Courtauld Institute of 




pattern book, for example, featured images of the supposedly typical dress from far-flung regions 
like China, Scotland, and North America; clothing that characterized allegorical figures like 
“Night” and “Day”; theatrical costumes for characters like Imoinda from Oroonoko; and 
costumes worn by historical figures like Queen Elizabeth I.23 According to Ribeiro,  
Such books might be bought by those whose frequent attendance at masquerades 
necessitated a wide variety of costumes and not the limited choice (of the least original 
garments) of the masquerade warehouse; such books could also be consulted at 
establishments selling or hiring masquerade costumes.24 
 
The pattern books helped with the process of selecting an identity that would be fun and 
interesting to assume at a masquerade and they also gave information about how to perform these 
identities. Castle notes that “[o]ne hoping to pass for an Arabian sultana or a Turkish janissary 
could find the necessary visual information in such catalogs, as well as a measure of pseudo-
anthropological detail suggesting ways to act one’s unfamiliar part to perfection.”25  
Strange as it may seem to us today, masquerade—including the practice of wearing 
blackface—was not considered to be incompatible with abolitionism in the late eighteenth 
century. In fact, in some cases, the two went hand-in-hand. Roxann Wheeler notes that “[i]f 
irony was typical, sympathy, or other motives, also induced some masqueraders to choose a 
costume so that they might proselytize seriously especially after 1789.”26 A clear example of this 
 
23 For these examples, see Thomas Jefferys, A Collection of the Dresses of Different Nations, Antient and Modern. 
Particularly Old English Dresses. After the Designs of Holbein, Vandyke, Hollar, and others. With an Account of 
the Authorities, from which the Figures are taken; and some short Historical Remarks on the Subject. To which are 
added The Habits of the Principal Characters on the English Stage, vol. 1 (London: Jefferys, 1757), 30; Jefferys, A 
Collection of the Dresses of Different Nations, &c., vol. 2 (London: Jefferys, 1757), 191, 201, 235-236; Jefferys, A 
Collection of the Dresses of Different Nations, &c., vol. 4 (London: Jefferys, 1772), 207, 230-231. 
 
24 Ribeiro, The Dress Worn at Masquerades in England, 281. 
 
25 Castle, Masquerade and Civilization, 60-61. 
 
26 Roxann Wheeler, “Sounding Black-ish: West Indian Pidgin in London Performance and Print,” Eighteenth-




serious masquerading occurred at a masquerade ball in May of 1789, right when abolitionism 
was beginning to spread across the nation. Two attendees dressed in blackface: one as Mungo 
from Dibdin’s afterpiece opera, The Padlock (1768), and the other as Wowski from Arnold’s 
abolitionist opera, Inkle and Yarico (1787). The masqueraders’ costumes fit two of the three 
common types: they were in “character dress” as Mungo and Wowksi and in “fancy dress” as the 
general type of “African Negro,” to use the terminology of the day. According to a description of 
this particular masquerade in the London Chronicle, of the 1200 masqueraders, “those entitled to 
notice were, a Devil, an African Negro, Darby and Joan, and a very good copy of Mrs. Jordan, in 
the Country Girl.”27 The author goes on to describe the way the masqueraders acted their parts: 
“A poor Mungo exchanged many pleasantries with the Royal Sailor, and inveighed in most 
pathetic terms against the Slave Trade; in which he was not only joined by his sable mistress 
Wowski, but the whole audience.”28  
Though public masquerades such as this one continued until the end of the century, their 
popularity was on the decline by the time the movement to abolish the slave trade began. Yet the 
impulse to dress up and assume a new identity remained strong. Private theatricals, in which 
amateurs got together to perform plays and operas in their homes, sometimes with costumes, 
became one new outlet for this desire for identity play. Singing character songs during musical 
practice was a still more accessible way to enact other identities on a daily basis. I use “musical 
masquerade” as an umbrella term to describe both of these modes of using music to impersonate 
others.  
 
27 “News,” London Chronicle, May 19, 1789 – May 21, 1789. 
 
28 For other discussions of Mungo’s appearance at the 1789 masquerade, see Jenna M. Gibbs, Performing the 
Temple of Liberty: Slavery, Theater, and Popular Culture in London and Philadelphia, 1760-1850 (Baltimore: The 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2014), 59; J. R. Oldfield, “The ‘Ties of Soft Humanity’: Slavery and Race in 




For the wealthiest members of society, private theatricals were a grand affair, with 
elaborate costumes, sets, and hired professional consultants.29 The theater-obsessed Earl of 
Barrymore (1769-1793) even had a 700-seat theater built at Wargrave, his country seat in 
Berkshire, England.30 Most venues, however, were considerably less extravagant and took place 
in rooms converted for the purpose. Song was an important part of identity play in these private 
theatricals, whether or not the original script included music. In preparation for a 1785 amateur 
performance of Samuel Arnold and John O’Keeffe’s afterpiece opera, The Agreeable Surprise, 
for instance, Sir Watkin Williams Wynn (1749-1789) commissioned a new song for the character 
of Compton to sing.31 Likewise, Miss Hamilton “introduced pathetic airs in character” to her 
performance of Delia in Nathaniel Lee’s tragedy of Theodosius, which was performed at 
Richmond House in 1788.32 One of these was an Italian aria by Sacchini, which caused some 
concern over the relationship between the music and the character. Since bursting into Italian 
song was considered to be “out of Character” for Miss Hamilton’s role of Delia, Hester Thrale 
Piozzi was asked to supply new, character-appropriate lyrics in English.33  
 
29 Sybil Rosenfeld, Temples of Thespis: Some Private Theatres and Theatricals in England and Wales, 1700-1820 
(London: The Society for Theatre Research, 1978); Helen E. M. Brooks, “‘One Entire Nation of Actors and 
Actresses’: Reconsidering the Relationship of Public and Private Theatricals,” Nineteenth Century Theatre & Film 
38, no. 2 (2011): 1-13. 
 
30 “Lord Barrymore’s Theatre, at Wargrave, (With an inside View),” The General Magazine and Impartial Review 
(March 1792): 108; Henry Angelo, Reminiscences of Henry Angelo, with Memoirs of his Late Father and Friends, 
Including Numerous Original Anecdotes and Curious Traits of the Most Celebrated Characters that have 
Flourished During the Last Eighty Years (London: Henry Colburn, 1828), 300-331. 
 
31 Rosenfeld, Temples of Thespis, 88. For more on the Wynnstay theatricals, see Janine Marie Haugen, “The Mimic 
Stage: Private Theatricals in Georgian Britain” (PhD diss., University of Colorado, 2014), 83-133. 
 
32 Rosenfeld, Temples of Thespis, 48. 
 




Nowhere was music more central to private theatrical activity than at Brandeburgh 
House. This was the London home of Lady Elizabeth Craven, later the Margravine of Anspach 
(1750-1828), who enjoyed creating new operas to perform with her friends. The Margravine 
wrote the librettos of The Arcadian Pastoral, The Smyrna Twins, The Princess of Georgia, 
Nourjad, and Imagination, and supplied some or all of the music for each of these works. The 
last of these works, Imagination (1800), exemplifies how closely connected masquerading, 
acting, and singing were intertwined in the Margravine’s theatricals. Theater scholar Sybil 
Rosenfeld writes that the work “included a masquerade interspersed with singing and dancing in 
which Sir Walter James and the Margravine performed a minuet, Craven danced, Angelo sang 
his Cranbourn-alley Duet, Wathen supplied a song about a country club, Walsh Porter sang a 
specially composed Venetian air to a guitar and the whole ended with a chorus from the Princess 
of Georgia.”34 
For those who could not afford to put on such extravagant productions, playing from 
scores and reading from scripts with friends offered opportunities to indulge in the fantasy of 
masquerade without the costumes. For example, Elizabeth Harris (1722-1781) wrote a letter to 
her husband, James Harris Jr. (1709-1780), the grammarian, music director, and politician, 
describing an evening in which members of their family “acted & sung the burletta most part of 
the evening[.]”35 The musical masqueraders were likely performing this “burletta”—probably 
Edward Toms’s The Accomplish’d Maid (1766)—in an informal manner, without needing 
costumes or sets to bring the characters alive.36 Musical masquerade did not always mean singing 
 
34 Rosenfeld, Temples of Thespis, 69. Rosenfeld provides no footnote for this description. 
 
35 Donald Burrows and Rosemary Dunhill, Music and Theatre in Handel’s World: The Family Papers of James 
Harris 1732-1780 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 477. 
 
36 This attribution comes from Burrows and Dunhill.  
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songs from operas or theatrical performances, however. Many songs published in this period 
were not part of a larger theatrical work but still featured lyrics that were written in the first 
person and that gave a clear sense of the identity of the narrator’s persona. The name or the 
generalized character type was often in the title. For instance, the popular song of “Queen 
Mary’s Lamentation” began: “I sigh and lament me in vain, / These walls can but echo my 
moan.”37 As an amateur sang these words, she needed to masquerade musically as Mary, Queen 
of Scots. Likewise, serious antislavery songs such as Howard’s “The Negro’s Lamentation,” 
Beilby’s “The Dying Negro,” and Haydn’s “The Slave’s Lament” required the singer to 
masquerade musically as an enslaved African in distress.  
In this understated, everyday mode of musical masquerade, scores acted in the same way 
that costumes did at public masquerades. The scores in one’s personal collection provided a set 
of identities that one might put on and take off at leisure.38 They also suggested appropriate ways 
of acting the role or “supporting” the masquerade costume, to use the terminology of the day.39 
The lyrics of a song gave a sense of what this character might say and how he or she might say 
it; the musical style provided information about the rank of the character and some insight into 
the emotional content of the character’s speech. If individual scores acted as costumes in this 
musical version of masquerade, then volumes of scores were analogous to masquerade pattern 
books. Examining the contents of the music book owned by Mrs. E. A. Briscoe (née Lawrance), 
 
37 Tommaso Giordani, “Queen Mary’s Lamentation. Sung by Sigr Tenducci at the Pantheon & Mr. Abel’s Concert 
&c. The Instrumental Parts by Sigr. Giordani” (London: J. Preston, ca. 1785). 
 
38 For a brief discussion of identity play in Jane Austen’s music books, see Nicola Pritchard-Pink, “Dibdin and Jane 
Austen: Musical Cultures of Gentry Women,” in Charles Dibdin and Late Georgian Culture, eds. Oskar Cox 
Jensen, David Kennerley and Ian Newman (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 110. 
 




now held at the Beinecke Library at Yale University, will help to explicate my analogy and will 
show how abolitionism fit into this fashion for musical masquerade.40 
 
Musical Scores as Costumes in Mrs. Briscoe’s Musical Masquerade 
Sometime after 1797, Mrs. Briscoe had a slim volume of twenty-four songs bound 
together. Thirteen of her scores could function as a set of musical “costumes” from which Mrs. 
Briscoe could choose when she felt the impulse to masquerade musically in her home. Like the 
images in a masquerade pattern book, these scores provided the set of identities she might choose 
to perform as well as musical and textual information about how to support the character. So, for 
example, when Mrs. Briscoe flipped to her score of John Moulds’s “The Primrose Girl,” she 
could contemplate the generalized depiction of the poor flower-seller offered in this song and 
consider whether she wanted to perform this identity as she sang. The flower-seller was a 
popular “fancy dress” costume at masquerades, where wealthy attendees “illustrated the dress of 
the working orders with considerable insouciance, creating a fantasy world of work.”41 Mrs. 
Briscoe’s score provided her with the musical and textual pattern for performing the cry of the 
flower-seller, beginning with a simple 6/8 melody and building in intensity to her more 
ornamented refrain of “Come who’ll buy Primroses, who’ll buy, who’ll buy?” Figures 5.1 and 
5.2, below, place an image of a flower-girl at a masquerade with the score of “The Primrose 
Girl.” 
 
40 Yale University, Beinecke Library, BEIN 2013 + 334. 
 





Figure 5.1. Detail of “View of all the 
Principal Masquerade Figures at the Rotunda 
May 12, 1789,” [London], 1789, engraving, 
17x56 cm. Courtesy of The Lewis Walpole 
Library, Yale University. 
 
Figure 5.2. John Moulds, “The Primrose Girl, 
Composed by J. Moulds” (London: T. 
Gladman, ca. 1792), BEIN 2013 + 334, 
Courtesy of The Beinecke Library, Yale 
University. 
In addition to impersonating a flower-seller, Mrs. Briscoe could use her scores to pretend 
she held other low-paying jobs when singing the songs like “The Chair Mender,” “The Pedlar’s 
Song,” and “The Tinker.”42 The musical masquerade characters represented in these songs fell 
somewhere between the categories of “character” and “fancy dress” costumes. Each song came 
from a stage work and represented a specific, named chair mender, peddler, and tinker character. 
At the same time, these occupations were also used as general “fancy dress” types in the period, 
too. Similarly, Mrs. Briscoe’s volume enabled her to play musical dress-up as exoticized Others. 
She could sing the stereotyped roles of the Chinese man who speaks English with a heavy accent 
 
42 Mr. Romer, “The Chair Mender, a favorite ballad, written & composed by Mr. Romer, for his New Entertainment 
called Modern Eccentricities. Or the World as it goes” (London: T. Gladman, 1795); William Reeve, “The Pedlar’s 
Song. Sung by Mr. Munden. With Universal Applause, in the Pantomime of Oscar and Malvina. Composed by W. 
Reeve” (London: Longman and Broderip, 1791); William Reeve, “The Tinker. A favorite Song Sung by Mr. Knight 
in the New Pantomime called Merry Sherwood or Harlequin Forester. The Words by Mr. Knight Composed by W. 




(“Chicka Ching”), the noble, Cherokee warrior (“The Death Song of the Cherokee Indians”), 
and, of course, the sentimental, enslaved African (“Forc’d from home and all it’s [sic] 
pleasures”).43 As was the case in a masquerade pattern book, these musical depictions of 
Chinese, Cherokee, and African people drew on generalizations about the clothing and customs 
of entire groups of people. British (musical) masqueraders like Mrs. Briscoe clearly felt they 
might appropriate aspects of these generalized depictions as suited their personal tastes. Figures 
5.3, 5.4, 5.5, 5.6, 5.7, and 5.8, below, show images of masquerade costumes next to images of 
these scores. 
  
Figure 5.3. Thomas Jefferys, “Habit of an 
Ambassador from China in 1749,” in A 
Collection of the Dresses of Different Nations, 
vol. 1, p. 30. 
Figure 5.4. William Reeve, “Chicka Ching: a 
favorite Ballad Sung by Miss Sims, at the 
Theatre Royal Covent Garden, in Harlequin 
& Quixotte. Written by J. C. Cross. 
Composed by W. Reeve” (London: G. 
 
43 William Reeve, “Chicka Ching. A favorite Ballad Sung by Miss Sims, at the Theatre Royal Covent Garden, in 
Harlequin & Quixotte. Written by J. C. Cross. Composed by W. Reeve” (London: G. Goulding, 1797); Anonymous, 
“The Death Song of the Cherokee Indians” (London: A. Bland & Weller’s, [ca. 1795]); John Wall Callcott, “Forc’d 
from Home and all it’s [sic] Pleasures. For One or two Voices, the Words from Mr. Cowper’s Negro’s Complaint” 
([London]: n.p., 1798). 
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Goulding, 1797), BEIN 2013 + 334, Courtesy 
of The Beinecke Library, Yale University. 
  
Figure 5.5. Thomas Jefferys, “Habit of Cunne 
Shote a Cherokee Chief,” in A Collection of the 
Dresses of Different Nations, vol. 4, p. 207. 
Figure 5.6. Anne Hunter, arr., “The Death 
Song of the Cherokee Indians” (London: A. 
Bland and Weller’s, ca. 1785), BEIN 2013 + 




Figure 5.7. Thomas Jefferys, “Habit of one of 
the Guards to the King of Morocco in 1695,” in 
A Collection of the Dresses of Different 
Nations, vol. 3, p. 62. 
Figure 5.8. John Wall Callcott, 
“Forc’d from Home and all it’s [sic] 
Pleasures. For One or two Voices, the Words 
from Mr. Cowper’s Negro’s Complaint” 
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([London]: [T. Skillern], ca. 1797), BEIN 
2013 + 334, Courtesy of The Beinecke 
Library, Yale University. 
 
 
Interspersed with these musical “costumes” are eleven songs that provided no sense of 
the identity of the persona she needed to perform when singing the song. Seven of these used 
lyrics written in the third person.44 Four contained lyrics that indicated only the gender of the 
singer.45 If we wanted to think of these eleven songs in masquerade dress terms, we might 
consider them to be “dominos”—the plain black cloaks that signaled the wearer’s participation in 
the masquerade but her unwillingness to go to the trouble of selecting, wearing, and “supporting” 
an elaborate costume. Mrs. Briscoe might have sung these songs on the days when she was not 
interested in taking on an identity that differed from her own. Notably, one of these “domino” 
songs contained antislavery lyrics. The text of “The Negro Slave,” by V. De Cleve and C. J. Pitt, 
presents a sad tale of a “poor Negro slave” who went mad because of his experiences as a slave: 
 
44 Charles Dibdin, “The Woodman, written & composed by Mr. Dibdin, & sung by him, with the greatest applause 
in The Wags” (London: For the Author, 1790); Anonymous, “Black Ey’d Susan as sung by Mr. Incledon,” [no 
publisher info.]; Anonymous, “Lovers Vows, or the Natural Son, as Performed at the Theatre Royal, Covent 
Garden” (London: Bland & Weller, [ca. 1795]); Vincent De Cleve, “The Negro Slave; A favourite, pathetic, Ballad; 
Sung by Mr Gray, of the Theatre Royal, Covent Garden. Adapted to the Harp, Piano Forte, Guittar or Two Flutes. 
Written by C. J. Pitt; Composed by V. De Cleve” (London: Bland & Wellers, [ca. 1795]); Anonymous, “Plaintive 
Warbler. Air to the Nightingale” (London: J. Bland, 1789); T. Carter, “The Sequel to Ah weladay my poor heart. 
The favorite song of the page. Composed by T. Carter” (London: Bland & Wellers, [ca. 1795]); J. Moulds, “I Sigh’d 
and Fondly Thought of You, a Favorite Song, for the Piano Forte or Harpsichord, the Music by Mr. J. Moulds” 
(London: Bland & Wellers, [ca. 1798]). 
 
45 Anonymous, “Lost is my quiet for ever. A favorite song with an accompaniment for the Piano Forte or Harp” 
(London: W. Rolfe, [n.d.]); John Ross, “While the Moon beams all bright. Written by Mr. John Rannie, The Music 
by Mr. Ross, Organist of St. Paul’s, Aberdeen” (London: Longman and Broderip,” 1794); James Hook, “Hush ev’ry 
Breeze, a favorite Rondo, composed by Mr. Hook” (London: T. Gladman, [ca. 1794]); J. Moulds, “Young Towler: 
A favorite Hunting Song sung with universal applause, at the Theatres Royal; and Public Concerts. Written & 
Composed by Mr. Moulds” (London: W. Rolfe, 1798); Charles Dibdin, “The Woodman, written & composed by 




“Depriv’d of whatever endears us to Life; / His country, his freedom, his Children, and Wife.”46 
After he killed himself, his corpse remained, “unregarded,” on the side of the highway. The 
song’s final stanza concludes with a warning:  
 Ye kind passers by, who this spot turn to view, 
 The tribute bequeath to his memory due— 
 May Peace watch his Pillow whose Breast can bestow 
 A generous Sigh o’er the Annals of woe! 
 The Sigh that you heave, and the tear that you shed, 
 Remembrance on Heaven’s blest Records shall ‘grave; 
 But vengeance shall heafily fall on each head 
 That spurn’d and oppress’d him, a poor Negro slave! 
 
Rather than being told from the perspective of the “poor Negro slave,” this song is sung from the 
perspective of an unmarked narrator—seemingly the author of the slave’s epitaph. This song, 
and the others I classify as “dominos,” does not allow the singer to indulge in the pleasure of 
identity play. But the song nevertheless demands a dramatic performance of the tale of the “poor 
Negro slave.” 
Table 5.3 presents the songs in Mrs. Briscoe’s volume as a set of musical masquerade 
“costumes.” I also provide the masquerade costume type for each song, based on the of domino, 
fancy dress, and character. The table is presented in the order in which the songs appear in Mrs. 
Briscoe’s volume.  
Table 5.3. Mrs. E. A. Briscoe (née Lawrance)’s Music Book as a Masquerade Costume Book 




Anonymous “Plaintive Warbler” (1789) N/A Domino 
John Wall 
Callcott 
“Forc’d from home and all it's 
[sic] pleasures” (1798) 
Enslaved African Fancy Dress 
(NB. antislavery) 
 
46 Vincent De Cleve, “The Negro Slave; A favourite, pathetic, Ballad; Sung by Mr Gray, of the Theatre Royal, 
Covent Garden. Adapted to the Harp, Piano Forte, Guittar or Two Flutes. Written by C. J. Pitt; Composed by V. De 






“Ye Streams that round my 
prison Creep” (ca. 1794) 





“Whither, my love, ah! Whither 
art thou gone?” (ca. 1789) 
Adela, low born love 





“The Negro Slave” (ca. 1795) N/A Domino  
(NB. antislavery) 
Anonymous “Lost is my quiet forever” (n.d.) N/A Domino 
John Ross “While the Moon Beams All 
Bright” (1794) 
N/A Domino 
James Hook “Hush Ev’ry Breeze” (ca. 1794) N/A Domino 
Charles 
Dibdin 
“The Woodman” (1790) N/A Domino 
Anonymous “Black Ey'd Susan” (n.d.) N/A Domino 
Anonymous “How Happy a State does a 
Miller Possess” (ca. 1792) 
Joe, servant in The King and 
The Miller of Mansfield 
Character / Fancy 
Dress 
Mr. Romer “The Chair Mender” (1795) Chair mender from Modern 
Eccentricities 
Character / Fancy 
Dress 
John Moulds “The Primrose Girl” (ca. 1792) Kate, the primrose girl Fancy Dress 
William 
Reeve 
“Chicka Ching” (1797) Chinese man 
from Harlequin & Quixote 
Character / Fancy 
Dress 
John Moulds “Young Towler” (1798) N/A Domino 
William 
Reeve 
“The Pedlar’s Song” (1791) The Scottish, medieval 
peddler in Oscar and 
Malvina 




“The Tinker” (1795) The tinker in Merry 
Sherwood or Harlequin 
Forrester 
Character / Fancy 
Dress 
Trad. Irish air “My Lodging: a favourite mad 
song” (n.d.) 
A madman  Fancy Dress 
Anonymous “Mad Tom: a favorite Mad 
Song” (n.d.) 





“The Death Song of the 
Cherokee Indians” (ca. 1785) 





“The Sequel to Ah weladay my 




“The Favorite Musical Prologue 
to the New Comedy of Five 
Thousand a Year” (ca. 1799) 
Mr. Munden, a male actor Character 
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John Moulds “I sigh'd and fondly thought of 
you” (n.d.) 
N/A Domino 
Anonymous “Lovers Vows, or the Natural 
Son” (ca. 1795) 
N/A Domino 
 
Like the combination of blackface performance and anti-slave-trade activism at a public 
masquerade, the serious antislavery songs written from the perspective of enslaved Africans in 
these women’s volumes highlight this historically specific view on racialized performance, 
which does not accord with the one we hold today. From the perspective of Mrs. Briscoe and her 
contemporaries, assuming the voice of an enslaved African in a song setting of Cowper’s “The 
Negro’s Complaint” could be a time for seriousness and political activism in an otherwise light-
hearted and sociable moment of musical masquerade. Since she owned two serious antislavery 
songs, it strikes me that Mrs. Briscoe would have recognized in her copy of Callcott’s “Forc’d 
from Home and all it’s [sic] Pleasures” an opportunity to masquerade musically and to spread 
abolitionism by working through an antislavery argument in her personal musical practice and by 
performing her song in the hearing of others in her home. The contents of other volumes found in 
Table 5.1, above, present a greater interpretive challenge.  
Some binder’s volumes contained songs whose lyrics appropriated the voice of the 
enslaved African but made either no comment about slavery or only presented a critique through 
irony. These other types of “African” songs, in which white British women masqueraded 
musically as Africans but made no direct critique of slavery, raise the question of how much the 
owners valued spreading antislavery arguments through their music-making and how much they 
simply enjoyed pretending to be Black and enslaved. At the same time, the presence of these 
other “African” songs in volumes that contained serious antislavery songs invite a broader 
understanding of musical abolitionism as it was perceived in the period, which may have 
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included singing these subtler or more ironic critiques of slavery. Musical scores that were once 
owned by Mrs. Reddie and the Countess of Essex bring these issues to the fore.  
 
The Contradictions of Musical Abolitionism: Mrs. Reddie and the Countess of Essex 
The Music Library Special Collections at Yale University holds four volumes of music 
once owned by one Mrs. Reddie, which were donated to the library by a Yale alumnus, G. 
Michael Morris, in 1965. While I have been unable to trace Mrs. Reddie’s identity with certainty, 
the quality and quantity of her music books indicate that she was wealthy.47 Her volumes were 
expensively bound in London by J. C. Flack, a book binder who worked at No. 40 Maiden Lane, 
Covent Garden. According to Jeanice Brooks, Flack “seems to have specialized in binding music 
books in this fashion for affluent owners,” such as Lydia Hoare Acland of Killerton and 
Elizabeth Sykes Egerton of Tatton Park.48 Additionally, the numbering of Mrs. Reddie’s four 
volumes at Yale indicates that these books were once part of a large music collection of at least 
ten books. On the front endpaper of each volume, she signed her name and labeled her volume: 
“Mrs. Reddie. No. 2 Songs,” “Mrs. Reddie. Handel’s Songs, No. 3,” “Mrs. Reddie. Scotch songs. 
 
47 Based on the expense of Mrs. Reddie’s volumes, one possibility for her identity is that she married into the 
prominent Reddie family of Scotland. Perhaps she was Mrs. Charlotte Marion Reddie (née Campbell) (1782-1834), 
wife of the Glaswegian jurist, James Reddie (1775-1852). This would make Mrs. Reddie the sister-in-law of a 
slaveholder and the wife of a man who was close friends with Francis Horner (1778-1817), an abolitionist MP. 
James’s brother, Andrew (1771-1820), owned a plantation in Jamaica. A less likely though more fascinating 
contender for the identity of “Mrs. Reddie” is Andrew’s longtime mistress, Elizabeth Baldie, who was a free woman 
of color. She and Andrew never married, however, and she is listed as Elizabeth Baldie rather than Mrs. Reddie in 
the “Legacies of British Slave-ownership” Database, accessed April 5, 2021, 
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/2146637238. 
 
48 Jeanice Brooks, “Musical Monuments for the Country House: Music, Collection, and Display at Tatton Park,” 




No. 5,” and “Mrs. Reddie. Handel’s Songs, No. 10.”49 It is the first of these—Mrs. Reddie’s “No. 
2 Songs” volume—that concerns us here. 
Like Mrs. Briscoe’s volume, Mrs. Reddie’s “No. 2 Songs” showcases the entangled 
relationships between domestic music-making, masquerade, and abolitionism in this period. Mrs. 
Reddie owned many songs whose texts were written from diverse perspectives in terms of 
gender and societal rank, including Mary, Queen of Scots, a traveling singer from Savoy, a 
British sailor, and a poor flower-seller.50 Among these “character” and “fancy dress” musical 
masquerade costumes, her volume contains four songs with lyrics written from the perspective of 
enslaved Africans. Two of these “African” songs—“Poor Orra tink of Yanko dear” and “When 
Yanko Dear”—were love songs sung by Orra, an enslaved Black female character in Dibdin’s 
The Islanders.51 In these songs, Orra makes no reference to her enslavement but focuses only on 
her undying love of Yanko. Mrs. Reddie’s other two “African” songs engaged with the issue of 
slavery, in seemingly incompatible ways. John Wall Callcott’s “Forc’d from home and all it’s 
 
49 [English Theatre Songs], Music Library Special Collections, Yale University, M1507 E581 + Oversize; A 
Collection of the Most Admired Songs, Duetts & Trios, in Score: Also for the Piano-Forte or Harpischord, 
Particularly Selected for the Use of Public or Private Concerts from the Works of G. F. Handel, vols. 1-2 (London: 
R. Birchall, ca. 1797), Music Library Special Collections, Yale University, M1495 H135 B6 + Oversize; A Select 
Collection of Original Scottish Airs: For the Voice, with Introductory & Concluding Symphonies & 
Accompaniments for the Piano Forte, Violin, & Violoncello by Pleyel, Kozeluch & Haydn; with Select & 
Characteristic Verses both Scottish and English, Adapted to the Airs Including Upwards of One Hundred new Songs 
by Burns (London: T. Preston, 1803), Music Library Special Collections, Yale University, M1746 T483 + Oversize; 
[Selections from Handel’s Oratorios], Music Library Special Collections, Yale University, M2004 H135 H131 + 
Oversize. 
 
50 Tomasso Giordani, “Queen Mary’s Lamentation. Sung by Sigr. Tenducci at the Pantheon. The instrumental parts 
by Sigr. Giordani” (London: Longman and Broderip, ca. 1782); William Shield, “We be de merry Savoyard. Sung 
by Mr. Blanchard and Miss Huntley in the Picture of Paris. Composed by W. Shield” (London: Longman and 
Broderip, 1790); Charles Dibdin, “Tack and a Half, written and composed by Mr. Dibdin, and Sung by him in his 
new Entertainment, called Castles in the Air” (London: For the Author, 1793); John Moulds, “The Primrose Girl, 
Composed by J. Moulds” (London: T. Gladman, ca. 1792). 
 
51 Charles Dibdin, “Poor Orra tink of Yanko dear: A Favourite Song Sung by Mrs. Kennedy in the Islanders. 
Composed by Mr. Dibdin” (London: S., A., & P. Thompson, 1780); Charles Dibdin, “When Yanko Dear: A 





[sic] pleasures” was a serious attack on slavery; it set William Cowper’s famous antislavery 
ballad, “The Negro’s Complaint” to new music.52 Charles Dibdin’s “Negro Philosophy” 
foregrounded the issue of slavery but took a much lighter approach to the subject, featuring an 
enslaved character who opined that despite the hardships of slavery, there was “no need to fret 
about it.”53 Musically, the two songs about slavery diverged: Callcott wrote in an expressive, 
sentimental musical language and utilized a supposedly authentic “Negro” tune, while Dibdin 
drew on the lighthearted musical language of low-born comic operatic characters. This section 
delves into the musical details of these two scores.54 I highlight three strategies these white 
British composers used to characterize enslaved Africans in music: sentimental style and a 
supposedly authentic folk tune, both in the Callcott song, and comic style, in the Dibdin. My 
analysis emphasizes the incongruity of these two songs and raises the question of why they 
might have been enjoyed by the same amateur musician, bound into the same volume. Mrs. 
Reddie’s volume, I argue, reminds us that the connections between music and antislavery in this 
period were not always clear and were sometimes downright contradictory. 
When she was feeling especially sympathetic to the plight of enslaved Africans, Mrs. 
Reddie may have chosen to sing Callcott’s “Forc’d from Home” (see Appendix, Figure 6, p. 
 
52 John Wall Callcott, “Forc’d from Home and all it’s [sic] Pleasures. For One or two Voices, the Words from Mr. 
Cowper’s Negro’s Complaint” ([London]: [T. Skillern], ca. 1797). 
 
53 Charles Dibdin, “Negro Philosophy. Written and composed by Mr. Dibdin, and Sung by him, in his new 
entertainment called The General Election” (London: For the Author, 1796). 
 
54 Ivan Ortiz, “Lyric Possession in the Abolition Ballad,” Eighteenth-Century Studies 51, no. 2 (2018): 197-218; 
Roxann Wheeler, “Sounding Black-ish: West Indian Pidgin in London Performance and Print,” Eighteenth-Century 
Studies 51, no. 1 (2017): 63-87; Brycchan Carey, British Abolitionism and the Rhetoric of Sensibility: Writing, 
Sentiment, and Slavery, 1760-1807 (Houndmills, UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), 96-106; Josephine R. B. Wright, 
ed., Ignatius Sancho (1729-1780): An Early African Composer in England: The Collected Editions of His Music in 




281). This song was a new musical setting of stanzas one, three, four, and five of William 
Cowper’s “The Negro’s Complaint”:  
Forc’d from home and all its pleasures 
Afric’s coast I left forlorn, 
To increase a stranger’s treasures 
On the swelling billows borne. 
 
Why, why did all-creating nature 
Make the plant for which we toil? 
Sighs must fan it, tears must water 
Endless care must dress the soil. 
 
Is there as you sometimes tell us, 
Is there one who reigns on high? 
Did he bid you buy and sell us, 
Speaking from his throne the sky? 
 
He foreseeing what vexation 
Afric’s sons wou’d undergo 
Fix’d their tyrants habitation 
Where his whirlwinds answer – no.55 
 
These lyrics feature the enslaved narrator’s questions about why “all-creating nature” made 
sugar, whether there was a Christian God, and whether this God really encouraged slavery. The 
song concludes with God’s negative answer to these questions in the form of a tropical storm 
sent to the West Indies. The text, in short, is a powerful statement that questions the morals and 
logic of Christian Britons who would enslave Africans. 
Callcott’s musical setting highlights the seriousness of this complaint by using the 
musical language of sensibility.56 First, he uses a simple major key—G major—and a slow, 
 
55 Compare to William Cowper, “The Negro’s Complaint,” in The Letters and Prose Writings of William Cowper, 
eds. James King and Charles Ryskamp, Vol. 3, Letters 1787-1791 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1982), 130-131. 
 
56 My analysis draws on the body of scholarship on the relationships between musical style and the eighteenth-
century culture of sensibility. See Eloise Boisjoli, “Haydn as a Man of Feeling: The Affect of Refined Sentiment in 
Selected Slow Movements of Haydn’s String Quartets,” HAYDN: Online Journal of the Haydn Society of North 
America 8, no. 1 (2018); Matthew Head, “Fantasia and Sensibility,” in The Oxford Handbook of Topic Theory, ed. 
Danuta Mirka (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014): 259-278; Stefano Castelvecchi, Sentimental Opera: 
Questions of Genre in the Age of Bourgeois Drama (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013); Jessica 
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Andante tempo to achieve the sweet sadness found in arias of late eighteenth-century sentimental 
operas. The simplicity of Callcott’s setting also suggests the quality of naturalness prized in the 
sentimental mode: his tuneful melody is harmonized simply and sweetly, with the lower voice 
moving homorhythmically in thirds and sixths below the melody. The two voices are 
accompanied by a keyboardist who doubles the vocal lines with the right hand and who plays 
scales and “Alberti bass” figures with the left hand.57 Furthermore, Callcott’s melody and 
harmony imitate the sound and feeling of the sentimental sigh. His melodic contours repeatedly 
reach up and fall back down, mimicking the sound of a sigh, and he frequently makes use of 
appoggiaturas and suspensions, which are marked by small noteheads in the vocal line of the 
score.58 These pitches create dissonances on strong beats of the measure that resolve to consonant 
harmonies, thereby evoking the emotional tension and release of the sigh. 
In addition, Callcott imbued his sentimental setting with related ideas of naturalness, 
folksiness, and authenticity by arranging a folk tune of supposedly “Negro” origin. In a catalogue 
of Callcott’s music from this period, the song is listed as “Forced from home a Duett adapted 
from Adieu Coeur moi.”59 I have found “Adieu Coeur moi” in two collections of “national airs” 
published in the 1780s, both of which assert the “Negro” origin of the song. The third volume of 
Domenico Corri’s Select Collection of the Most Admired Songs, Duetts, &c. (ca. 1782/3), states 
that “Adieu Coeur moi” was a “Negro Song for two voices” and Edward Jones’s Miscellaneous 
 
Waldoff, Recognition in Mozart’s Operas (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), Chapter 4: “Sentimental 
Knowledge in La finta giardiniera”; Mary Hunter, “‘Pamela’: The Offspring of Richardson’s Heroine in Eighteenth-
Century Opera,” Mosaic 18, no. 4 (1985): 61-76. 
 
57 “Alberti bass” figures can be found, for example, in mm. 1-7 in Appendix, Figure 6, p. 281; scales in mm. 9-10.  
 
58 See, for example, the appoggiaturas in both voice parts, which sigh out the word “why” in m. 18 in Appendix, 
Figure 6, p. 281. 
 




Collection of French and Italian Ariettas (ca. 1785) labels the tune as “A Negro Song.”60 
Additionally, the composer and avid folk song collector, William Shield, arranged the tune (set 
to new words) for the Act I finale of his opera, Fontainbleau [sic] (1784); he, too, noted the 
“Negro” origin of the tune.61  
The text of “Adieu coeur moi,” moreover, presents some hints about its potentially 
“Negro” origin. The poem is written in French pidgin, and features a speaker who asks her/his 
loved one for a little kiss (“petit baiser”) and love (“toi aimer moi”) before departing for “Sainte 
Souzi” (per Edward Jones’s score) or “Sainta Louzi” (per Domenico Corri’s score).62 Otherwise, 
the speaker states, she/he will die: “ou bien moi mourir.” Though it does not make any direct 
references to slavery, the song text’s focus on the parting between loved ones and its use of 
dialect certainly resonate with much British antislavery poetry from the period.63 Richard 
Maunder makes no mention of the potentially Black origin of “Adieu coeur moi” in his editorial 
work on Corri’s Select Collection. He simply includes this title in a list of songs that were 
probably from “no-longer-extant London publications similar to Welcker’s French Songs for 
1779.”64 Roger Fiske asserts that the “tune seems European in style” and suggests that “it was 
 
60 Domenico Corri, Select Collection of the Most Admired Songs, Duetts, &c, Vol. 3: Consisting of National Airs 
Notturni, Duetts, Terzetts, Canzonets, Rondos, Catches & Glees in the Italian, French, English, Scotch and Irish 
Languages (Edinburgh: J. Johnson, ca. 1782-1783), 19; Edward Jones, A Miscellaneous Collection of French and 
Italian Ariettas; Adapted for the Harp or Harpsichord, Humbly Inscribed to Mrs. Musters (London: For the Editor, 
(ca. 1785)), 12-13. 
 
61 Amélie Addison, “William Shield: A Lifelong Relationship with ‘National Airs,’” Folk Music Journal 11, no. 5 
(2020): 27-51; William Shield, Fontainbleau, or, Our Way in France: A Comic Opera as Performed at the Theatre-
Royal Covent-Garden (Melville, NY: Belwin Mills, [1976-8]). The tune was also used in Mrs. Burke’s in The Ward 
of the Castle (1793), though she did not mention the tune’s “Negro” origin. See Mrs Burke, The Songs, Duets, 
Choruses, &c. in The Ward of the Castle (London: T. Cadell, 1793), 12-13. 
 
62 Perhaps “Sainta Louzi” is a reference to the island of Saint Lucia. 
 
63 Wheeler, “Sounding Black-ish”; James G. Basker, ed., Amazing Grace: An Anthology of Poems about Slavery, 
1660-1810 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002). 
 
64 Richard Maunder, ed., The Musical Sources for Domenico Corri’s A Select Collection of the Most Admired 
Songs, Duetts, &c., Volumes 1-3 (New York: Garland, 1993). 
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probably sung by negro characters in some French opera.”65 It is certainly possible that a Black 
musician composed this tune, however. As Samuel Floyd reminds us, a number of Black 
composers, such as Ignatius Sancho, George Polgreen Bridgetower, and Joseph Bologne, lived in 
eighteenth-century Europe and composed in traditionally European genres and styles.66  
Callcott’s choice to arrange this tune tapped into a new trend for finding and rearranging 
Black folk music in this period. As discussed in Chapter 3, Frank Sayers’s antislavery poem, 
“The Dying Negro,” was set to the tune of “Alknomook.”67 This tune had become popular in 
Britain as “The Death Song of the Cherokee Indians,” which was supposedly “An original AIR, 
brought from America by a Gentleman long conversant with the Indian Tribes, and particularly 
with the Nation of the Cherokees.”68 As Roxann Wheeler has shown, the term “Indian” was used 
more broadly to refer to native, non-European peoples in this period, so the conflation of the 
musical cultures of the “Dying Negro” and the “Death Song of the Cherokee Indians” is not so 
surprising.69 Other songs make no effort to use authentic musical material but do give 
information about how the song came to be recorded, asserting what Maureen McLane refers to 
 
 
65 Roger Fiske, English Theatre Music in the Eighteenth Century (London: Oxford University Press, 1973), 465. 
 
66 Samuel Floyd, with Melanie Zeck and Guthrie Ramsey, Jr., The Transformation of Black Music: The Rhythms, the 
Songs, and the Ships of the African Diaspora (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 52-56; George Polgreen 
Bridgetower, “Henry, Ballad, As Sung by Miss Feron, Composed & humbly Dedicated With Permission to Her 
Royal Highness The Princess of Wales, By Bridgetower, M. B.” (London: Monzani & Hill, ca. 1812). 
 
67 Frank Sayers, “The Dying African,” in Poetical Works of the Late F. Sayers, M. D. To which have been Prefixed 
the Connected Disquisitions on the Rise and Progress of English Poetry, and on English Metres and also some 
Biographic Particulars of the Author, Supplied by W. Taylor, of Norwich (London: W. Simpkin and R. Marshall, 
1830). 
 
68 “The Death Song of the Cherokee Indians” (London: A. Bland and Weller’s, ca. 1785); Michael V. Pisani, 
Imagining Native America in Music (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005), 53-59. 
 
69 Roxann Wheeler, The Complexion of Race: Categories of Difference in Eighteenth-Century British Culture, New 




as “ethnographic authority.”70 For example, “One Morning Very Early,” a song that was set to 
the Irish tune Gramachree and published in a setting by Haydn, contains the headnote: “said to 
have been written in bedlam, by a Negro.”71 Likewise, Thomas Hamly Butler’s setting of the 
popular text by David Samwell, “The Negro Boy,” included the origin story:  
The African Prince lately arrived in England, having been ask’d what he had given for his 
Watch? Answer’d what I will never give again: I gave a fine Black Boy.72  
 
Similarly, the majority of the white composers who tried their hand at composing a setting of the 
African song that the Scottish explorer, Mungo Park, described in his 1799 travelogue, Travels in 
the Interior Districts of Africa, highlighted the fact that the text was “taken from Mr. Park’s 
Travels.”73 Two of these composers, Harriet Abrams and Benjamin Carr, even had long passages 
from Park’s Travels quoted below the titles of their published scores.74 
 
70 Maureen N. McLane, Balladeering, Minstrelsy, and the Making of British Romantic Poetry (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2008), 45, 151, 192-196. 
 
71 Joseph Haydn, “The Slave’s Lament,” in A Selection of Original Scots Songs in Three Parts, the Harmony by 
Haydn, Vol. 3 (London: William Napier, 1795), 38. 
 
72 Thomas Hamly Butler, “The Hapless Negro Boy: A new Song set to Music by T. H. Butler, Author of Lewie 
Gordon, &c. &c.” ([Edinburgh?]: the Author, ca. 1790). 
 
73 Harriet Abrams, “The White Man. A Favorite Ballad. The Words taken from Mr. Park’s Travels, and set to Music, 
with an Accompaniment for the Harp or Piano Forte, by Miss Abrams” (London: L. Lavenu, ca. 1799); An Amateur, 
“The White Man, A Favorite Ballad, the Words taken from Mr. Park’s Travels, Set to Music with an 
Accompaniment for the Piano Forte or Harp, by an Amateur” (London: J. Dale, ca. 1799); Benjamin Carr, “A Negro 
Song. Versified by the Duchess of Devonshire,” Musical Journal, vol. 2, no. 43 (1801): 39; Joseph Dale, “The 
Favorite African Song, taken from Mr. Park’s Travels Set to Music with an Accompaniment for the Piano Forte or 
Harp, the Poetry by Her Grace the Duchess of Devonshire” (London: Printed for the Author J. Dale, 1799); G. G. 
Ferrari, “Song from Mr. Park’s Travels, the Words by the Duchess of Devonshire. The Music by G. G. Ferrari,” in 
Travels in the Interior Districts of Africa (London: W. Bulmer and Co., 1799); John Goss, “Negro Song. ‘The Loud 
Wind Roar’d.’ The Words by the late Duchess of Devonshire, from Mungo Park’s Travels, The Music Composed & 
Inscribed to Miss Goodall, by John Goss” (London: Printed by the Regent’s Institution, ca. 1819); A Lady of 
Fashion, “The Poor White Man, a Celebrated African Song, from Park’s Travels, Versified by a Lady, the Music 
Composed by a Lady of Fashion, Adapted for one or two Voices, with an Accompaniment for the Harp or Piano 
Forte” (London: Printed for the Proprietor & Sold by Preston, ca. 1800); Mrs. Basil Montagu, “The Poor White 
Man, Composed by Mrs. B. Montagu, the Words from Park’s Travels,” in Six Songs for the Harp or Piano Forte 
(London: Goulding, Phipps, & D’Almaine, ca. 1806); John Moorehead, “Negro Song from Mungo Parke’s Travels, 
Versified by the Revd. S. S. Colman, the Music Composed by J. Moorehead” (London: Preston, ca. 1800).  




With its sentimental style and appropriation of supposedly authentic Black folk music, 
Callcott’s “Forc’d from Home and all it’s [sic] Pleasures” presents a serious depiction of an 
enslaved African. In Mrs. Reddie’s day, this type of song would have presented the singer with 
an opportunity to combine her interests in antislavery activism and musical masquerade. She 
would not have recognized the problematics that are so clear to see today, at a time when the 
idea of white musicians impersonating members of a marginalized group is considered to be 
offensive. Rather, Mrs. Reddie likely felt pleased with herself for singing from the perspective of 
enslaved Africans as a way to better understand and draw attention to their cause.75 Another of 
Mrs. Reddie’s scores complicates this picture of antislavery motivations for musical masquerade, 
however. The next section will consider the comic-style aspects of the music of Charles Dibdin’s 
“Negro Philosophy,” suggesting that this second faux-African song in her volume encouraged 
listeners and performers to make light of slavery rather than to fight against it. 
Charles Dibdin’s “Negro Philosophy” (1796) represents a major stylistic departure from 
Callcott’s “Forc’d from home” in that it is comic, its text uses West Indian pidgin, and it 
employs cheerful rather than tearful musical language (See Appendix, Figure 15, p. 302). Its 
text features an enslaved Black man complaining about the cruelties he undergoes at the hands of 
his master: he is whipped, penalized for successfully farming crops on his small plot of land, and 
has a “cruel massa, scolding wife, / squalling pickaninny.” Yet his “philosophy” is that there is 
“no use to fret about it.” Most shockingly, he even sings that there is “nothing to do but lie down 
flat / While overseer he jerk ye.” Felicity Nussbaum reads the text of “Negro Philosophy” and 
others of Dibdin’s racialized songs from his one-man-shows as politically ambiguous, saying 
 
75 Saidiya V. Hartman’s work on empathy in nineteenth-century America deconstructs the problems of this logic. 
Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth-Century America (Oxford: Oxford University 




that “these songs condemn the brutality of slavery, but they cannot be construed as songs 
promoting abolition.”76 Roxann Wheeler, on the other hand, warns against trying to map politics 
directly onto cultural works such as plays, operas, and songs. She writes:  
in the present, scholars have tended to belittle the power of poetry or performance that 
does not call outright for the end of slavery, but we misunderstand the codes of the era: 
the preponderance of songs pitch the terrible conditions of West Indian slavery and either 
the slave’s grim endurance or his wish for death, which were widely understood to be 
antislavery, not just anti-slave trade, sentiments.77  
 
Wheeler’s point about attending to the “codes of the era” is well taken: the fact that I find the 
contents of Mrs. Reddie’s volume to be puzzling is a good indication that I struggle to think 
beyond the social and ethical codes of our era. Still, I suggest that on a first listen, Dibdin’s 
musical choices for “Negro Philosophy” would have made it difficult even for eighteenth-
century Britons to hear the antislavery sentiments that are present in the song’s text.  
To start with, Dibdin uses none of the expressive sighing figures or dissonances that were 
so prominent in Callcott’s song. Instead, he couples his major key with a slightly faster allegretto 
tempo, a leaping melody, and repetitive texts on short note values. In other words, Dibdin used 
musical characteristics that were more commonly used in arias sung by low-born comic opera 
characters than by elevated sentimental characters in these same operas. For example, the 
melody in mm. 20 to 27 is almost constantly leaping—but this is not done in an impressive, 
elevated way, such as we might expect from a high-born seria character.78 Largely using quarter 
notes, the melodic line descends first by an interval of a third, then steps down by a second, and 
 
76 Felicity Nussbaum, “‘Mungo Here, Mungo There’: Charles Dibdin and Racial Performance,” in Charles Dibdin 
and Late Georgian Culture (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 25-43. 
 
77 Roxann Wheeler, “Sounding Black-ish,” 65-66. 
 
78 For an overview of class- and gender-based character distinctions in comic opera, see Mary Hunter, The Culture of 
Opera Buffa in Mozart’s Vienna: A Poetics of Entertainment (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999), Chapter 




leaps down by an octave, only to hop back up a seventh, then down a seventh, then up again by a 
sixth, and finally steps down a second.   
 
Example 5.1. Charles Dibdin, “Negro Philosophy,” measures 20-27. 
The leaping continues with two descending arpeggios on the repetition of the word “ching’ring” 
in mm. 36 and 37, plus the octave ascending leap and descending thirds in mm. 39 and 40. 
 
Example 5.2. Charles Dibdin, “Negro Philosophy,” pickup to measures 36-40. 
Such leaping gestures were used in comic opera to suggest the simplicity and rusticity of 
low-born (and sometimes racialized) opera characters, so it seems logical that they would have 
held the same connotations for the narrator of Dibdin’s song. For example, the duet between the 
black servant character, Wowski, and her white, low-born British lover, Trudge, in Samuel 
Arnold’s Inkle and Yarico (1787) features a similarly disjunct melody: 
 
Example 5.3. Samuel Arnold, “Wampum Swampum,” measures 9-12.79 
 
79 Samuel Arnold, “Wampum Swampum,” in Inkle and Yarico, a Comick Opera as Perform’d at the Theatre Royal 
in the Haymarket, The Words by George Colman Esq. Jun., The Musick Composed by Dr. Arnold, Organist & 




This melody, which is presented by Wowski and enthusiastically taken up by Trudge, places the 
two lovers in their low social station. It also seems to have had a racialized connotation: Michael 
Pisani has noted other such “hopping” melodies in faux Native American music composed by 
Britons in the same period.80 Moreover, back in the 1760s, Dibdin himself had used leaping 
melodies to characterize Mungo, the famous blackface character from The Padlock. Mungo’s 
second aria, “Let me when my heart a-sinking,” uses arpeggios and octave leaps in a similar 
manner to “Negro Philosophy” (see Appendix, Figures 2a-2c, pp. 275-276).81  
 
Example 5.4. Charles Dibdin, “Let me when my heart a-sinking,” measures 15-22. 
Here, Mungo trades his leaping melody with the equally disjunct “guitar” (or plucked string 
instrument) line, which is indicated with the word “pizzicato” in m. 19. To use one final example 
of this type of melody that may be more familiar to readers, recall that Leporello’s opening 
melody in Mozart’s Don Giovanni ascends from an F in measure eleven to a B-flat in measure 
nineteen by way of a “hopping” melody.”82 Here, the overworked servant complains that he does 
not want to work for Don Giovanni any longer:  
 
80 Pisani, Imagining Native America in Music, 60, 61, 64; See also Joice Waterhouse Gibson, “A Musical and 
Cultural Analysis of Inkle and Yarico from England to America, 1787-1844,” (PhD diss., University of Colorado, 
2011). 
 
81 See Chapter 2 for a discussion of the relationship between this aria and Ignatius Sancho’s “Mungo’s Delight.” 
Charles Dibdin, “Let me when my heart a-sinking,” in The Padlock, A Comic Opera: As it is Performed at the 
Theatre-Royal in Drury-Lane. The Words by the Author of the Maid of the Mill &c. &c. The Music by Mr. Dibdin 
(London: for the Author, 1768), 26. 
 
82 Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, “Notte e giorno faticar,”in Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart: Neue Ausgabe sämtlicher 
Werke, ed. Wolfgang Plath und Wolfgang Rehm, II/5/17: Il dissoluto punito ossia il Don Giovanni, K. 527 (Kassel: 




Example 5.5. Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, “Notte e giorno faticar,” mm. 11-20. 
With the leaping melodies of the operatic servant characters of Wowski, Trudge, Mungo, and 
Leporello in mind, it becomes harder to believe that Dibdin would have wished his listeners to 
take the plight of the enslaved narrator of “Negro Philosophy” very seriously. The narrator seems 
to be foolishly cheerful in the face of his trials, and eighteenth-century musicians might have 
been tempted to laugh at rather than to cry with him. On the other hand, the juxtaposition 
between the light, comic style in the music and tragic circumstances in the text can be read as 
deeply ironic. Rather than foolish, this reading casts the enslaved narrator of the song as clever. 
The joke here—and a dark one it is—is that the plight of the enslaved could ever be a laughing 
matter. As Wheeler has pointed out, a sympathetic listener might focus on the pain behind the 
comedy, feeling more uncomfortable than amused. 
 
While I have been unable to uncover further information about Mrs. Reddie’s political 
beliefs that might shed light on why she might have enjoyed singing both serious as well as 
comic songs about slavery, I have found further evidence of this seemingly contradictory musical 
practice in a music volume once owned by the Countess of Essex and two other female family 
members living Cassiobury House, the country seat of the Earls of Essex. The Bodleian Library 
at Oxford University holds forty-four musical scores in a bound volume that retains the original 
233 
 
“COUNTESS OF ESSEX” leather label.83 The Bodleian catalogue asserts that this volume was 
owned by Sarah Capel Coningsby (1761-1838), who was the Countess of Essex from 1799-1838. 
Based on the handwritten signatures found throughout the volume, however, I would argue that 
this volume was largely used by Harriet Capel (née Bladen) (1735-1821), who was the Countess 
of Essex from 1767-1799, and her stepdaughter, Lady Elizabeth Monson (née Capel) (1755-
1834).84 Harriet’s distinctive “H. Essex” signature can be found on four scores in this volume; 
Elizabeth’s “E. Capel” signature is on two.85 Sarah seems to have inherited the volume without 
signing any of its pages. Perhaps she used it in her own domestic music-making practice, too.86 
In the condensed family tree, below, the names of the women who used the music volume are 







83 University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Mus.2.c.157. 
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Condensed Family Tree: The Earls of Essex 
 
William Anne Holles Capel  = m. 1 Frances Hanbury Williams     = m. 2 Harriet Bladen  
(1732-1799)    (1735-1759)                (1735-1821) 
4th Earl of Essex   Countess of Essex,1754-1759          Countess of Essex, 1767-1799 





Elizabeth Capel       George Capel Coningsby = m. Sarah Bazett                     Frances 
(1761-1838)           (1757-1839)           (1761-1838)       (1759-1759) 
Lady Capel                      Viscount Malden           Lady Malden  
Lady Monson    5th Earl of Essex      Countess of Essex, 1799-1838  
   
In some ways, the family at Cassiobury seems to have treated Black people with respect. 
The family, for instance, had a long tradition of hiring Black servants. These included Othello, 
also known as Donas, who worked for the family in the 1730s and 40s, and George Edward 
Doney (ca. 1758-1809), who worked forty-four years for the Fifth Earl of Essex.87 Doney’s 
epitaph, which is inscribed on his tombstone in the cemetery at St. Mary’s Church in Watford, 
UK, evokes the “grateful slave” trope identified by George Boulukos, in which enslaved people 
are grateful to their “masters” because of the kind treatment they receive, their introduction and 
conversion to Christianity, and/or their emancipation from slavery.88 
Poor Edward blest the pirate bark which bore 
His captive infancy from Gambia’s shore 
To where in willing servitude he won 
Those blest rewards for every duty done –  
Kindness and praise, the wages of the heart;  
None else to him could joy or pride impart, 
And gave him, born a pagan and a slave 
 
87 Paul Rabbitts and Sarah Kerenza Priestley, Cassiobury: The Ancient Seat of the Earls of Essex (Stroud, UK: 
Amberley Publishing, 2014), 45-49. 
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A freeman’s charter and a Christian’s grave.89 
 
The final line of the epitaph implies that he was at some point emancipated from slavery but does 
not suggest when or how this may have happened. Doney’s obituary, which was published in the 
“Obituary, with Anecdotes, of remarkable Persons” section of the Gentleman’s Magazine in 
September 1809, gives additional details about his life. It does not mention his “freeman’s 
charter” and claims he was born in Virginia rather than the Gambia:  
At Cashiobury, the seat of the Earl of Essex, George Doney, a black servant, and native 
of Virginia; who, from the year 1766, remained in the families of the late and present 
Earls. He discharged the duties of a faithful and honest servant, acquiring the friendship 
of those of his own station; whilst his respectful attention and demeanour conciliated the 
universal good opinion of all those who had opportunities of witnessing his services.90  
 
Both descriptions of Doney emphasize his low status as a servant. The epitaph even implies that 
he was grateful to have been captured from his homeland just so that he could become a free 
servant and a Christian. Nevertheless, this type of documentary evidence about any servant, 
Black or white, is rare. Doney’s is one of the few entries in the September obituaries section of 
the Gentleman’s Magazine to be written about a person of low societal rank. It is also longer than 
many of the single-line write-ups in this section and includes no sensational details about his 
death. In other words, the obituary reads as a genuine tribute to his life, rather than a notice for 
sensational gossip. For these reasons, Doney seems to have been a respected servant in the 
family. While Doney’s position as a well-respected servant at Cassiobury House certainly does 
not mean that Harriet, Sarah, or Elizabeth opposed slavery, it does provide some additional 
context for the way that at least one Black person was treated in her family home.  
 
89 Rabbitts and Priestley, Cassiobury, 47. I am grateful to Sarah Priestley and the volunteers at the Watford Museum 
in Watford, UK for sharing with me their knowledge of Cassiobury, the Countesses of Essex, and George Edward 
Doney.  
 




More telling is the fact that Harriet, Countess of Essex, was a subscriber to Olaudah 
Equiano’s The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavas Vassa, The 
African (1789).91 Equiano’s narrative provided an account of various aspects of the author’s life, 
not just those that were related to slavery. Yet his publication was framed in abolitionist political 
terms from the outset. In his dedication, he addressed his narrative to the members of both 
houses of Parliament and explained that the narrative’s purpose was “to excite in your august 
assemblies a sense of compassion for the miseries which the Slave-trade has entailed on my 
unfortunate countrymen.”92 Likewise, he returned to his abolitionist framing at the end of the 
narrative, making the case for replacing the slave trade with other commerce with Africa. 
Unsurprisingly, many of Equiano’s subscribers were prominent abolitionists, including Thomas 
Clarkson, Granville Sharp, Lady Middleton, Hannah More, William Sancho, and Josiah 
Wedgwood.93 The Countess of Essex’s choice to subscribe to this publication suggests that she, 
too, supported the abolition of the slave trade. 
If the Countess of Essex indeed saw her subscription as an engagement with the debates 
over the abolition of the slave trade, this does not seem to have prevented her from performing in 
racially insensitive private theatricals and domestic music concerts. For instance, in 1774, Harriet 
and her stepdaughter, Elizabeth, performed in an evening’s entertainment of John Vanbrugh and 
Colley Cibber’s The Provok’d Husband (1728) and James Townley’s High Life Below Stairs 
(1759). The performers were mentioned in a Gentleman’s Magazine article from January 1774:  
 
91 For a recent discussion of the narrative’s importance in eighteenth-century culture and contemporary scholarship, 
see Vincent Carretta, “Revisiting Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa,” in Britain’s Black Past, ed. Gretchen H. 
Gerzina (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2020), 45-62. 
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Written by Himself, 8th edn. (Norwich: Printed for and Sold by the Author, 1794), viii. 
 




The following persons of distinction acted the play of The Provok’d Husband, or 
A Journey to London, at the Earl of Essex’s country seat at Cashiobury [sic.] 
Park, Hertfordshire, viz. Col. St. John, Lady Essex, Mr. St. John, Mrs. St. John, 
Lady Elizabeth Capel, Mr. Storer, Lord Waldegrave’s son, Master Onslow, Lord 
Malden, Mr. Carnac, the Earl of Essex, &c. with the entertainment of High Life 
below Stairs. There were present Lord and Lady North, Lord and Lady Hyde, 
Lord March, &c. &c. 94 
 
Townley’s farce included two blackface characters, Kingston and Cloe, and there is evidence to 
suggest that the amateur performers at Cassiobury supplemented their lines with additional racial 
slurs. A privately circulated print by Thomas Orde-Powlett depicts the Cassiobury performance 
of one of Kingston’s scenes.95 One of the two impressions of this print includes the lines that 
were apparently spoken by the amateur actors, who altered Townley’s script to include the words 














Yes, yes, Cooky go;  
Mollsey, Pollsey, go. — 
 
COACHMAN: 
You go Cook; you go— 
Blackee you go! 
 
COOK: 
Hang me if I go — 




Yes, yes,  
Cookey you go!  
Mollsey, Pollsey, go. — 
 
 
94 Sylvanus Urban, “Dec 30,” The Gentleman’s Magazine, and Historical Chronicle, vol. XLIV (January 1774): 39. 
My emphases. 
 
95 James Bretherton, after Thomas Orde-Powlett, “High Life below Stairs,” etching and drypoint, hand-colored, 26.7 
x 29 cm, 1774. See also James Bretherton, after Thomas Orde-Powlett, “High Life below stairs as it was represented 
at Cashiobury the seat of the Earl of Essex,” 26.1 x 28.9 cm, etching and drypoint, 1774. 
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According to literary scholar David Worrall, Townley’s farce was upsetting enough to London 
servants to be “the subject of a series of well-documented riots.”97 Like the other affluent fans of 
Townley’s satirical play, the Countess of Essex and Lady Elizabeth Capel probably did not see 
their participation in this performance as offensive to their servants. It is probable, too, that the 
Countess of Essex did not view her participation in a play with blackface as antithetical to her 
support of abolitionism. One wonders how George Doney would have felt when watching the 
scenes with Kingston and Cloe, though. Did he consider the use of blackface in this production 
to be related to his employers’ beliefs about race and slavery? Furthermore, how might Doney 
and the Countess have viewed domestic performances of Charles Dibdin’s “The Negro and his 
Banjer” (1790), which is included in her volume of music held at Oxford? 
Dibdin’s song is written in dialect from the perspective of a Black enslaved man who 
brags that he can be just as cunning as the immoral white people he observes (See Appendix, 
Figures 16a-16c, pp. 303-305). Describing the “buckra” (i.e., white) world in the West Indies, 
the narrator points out the cruel behavior of the master, the immorality of the mistress, and then 
the untruthful behavior of lawyers. He aligns his own behavior with theirs, saying that just as 
lawyers “lie like any hell,” he can be untruthful, too: “And so do Negro black for true.” 
One Negro and his Banjer me from Jenny come 
Wid cunning yiei me savez spy de buckra world one hum 
As troo him strut a stranger me my banjer strum 
 
My Missy for one black dog about de house me kick 
Him say my nassy tawny face enough to make him sick 
But when my massa he go out she then no longer rail 
For first me let the Captain in and then me tell no tale 
So Aunt Quashy say so Aunt Quashy say  
Do tabby brown or black or white 
You see um in one night every sort of cat be grey 
 
97 David Worrall, Harlequin Empire: Race, Ethnicity and the Drama of the Popular Enlightenment (London: 





To fetch a lilly money back you go to law they call 
The court and all the tye wig soon strip you shirt and all 
The courtier call him friend him foe and fifty story tell 
Today say yes tomorrow no and lie like any hell 
And so do Negro black for true 
He black black black in Buckra country too 
 
One Negro and his Banjer &c. 
 
Similar to the copy of Dibdin’s “Negro Philosophy” found in Mrs. Reddie’s music book, the 
Countess of Essex’s copy of “The Negro and his Banjer” takes an ironic approach to racial 
equality. All the people referenced in the song’s text—regardless of their skin color or their 
status in the hierarchy in the slave system—are placed on an equal footing because of their 
shared disregard for kindness and honesty. Musically, Dibdin calls for his listeners to laugh and 
smile at this ironic critique of planter society. After a rousing unison opening, the 
accompaniment breaks into repeated sixteenth-note figures in the right hand that mimic the 
strumming of the “banjer” described in the song text. The sprightly song is marked Allegretto 
and written in F major.98 These features seem to encourage the listener to focus on the dark 
comedy of the song, even as they learn about the physical and verbal abuse this man endures 
under slavery.  
Is it possible that the Countess of Essex sang the role of the trickster slave in this 
lighthearted song as a way of introducing the problem of slavery into conversations among 
people who did not share her abolitionist beliefs? Or did she see this song as distinct from her 
abolitionism—a harmless break from her more serious engagement with the cause? Like 
seemingly contradictory songs of Mrs. Reddie’s volume, the fact that the Countess of Essex 
 





owned both this Dibdin song and Equiano’s Interesting Narrative situates musical masquerade as 
a complex site of engagement with political and social issues. 
 
Conclusion  
Shopping, socializing, and musical masquerade—these are not high-minded reasons to 
engage in critique of human trafficking. In fact, it is plain to see that women enjoyed themselves 
while they were singing their serious antislavery songs. They could use the songs to show off 
their knowledge of popular musical trends while shopping, to engage in a stimulating debate 
with their friends, and to indulge in the fantasy of identity play. They did not see the necessity to 
always critique slavery in elevated, serious tones—indeed, sometimes they laughed about this 
issue, knowing full well how many people were at that time trapped in the brutal system of 
plantation slavery. This outdated approach to a major human rights issue is very easy to critique 
in the present day, especially when we are so aware of the damaging legacies of slavery in our 
society. But if we want to understand the songs in their day, we must remind ourselves of the 
mixture of horror and hope in the early antislavery writings of Ignatius Sancho and James Currie. 
These men were shocked by the brutal regime of slavery, but they also trusted in the power of 
small, sociable actions—such as thinking and talking—in bringing about its end. Singing 
sympathetic songs about Africans put this logic into action. Domestic music-making presented 
an opportunity for women to transform everyday activities into moments to contemplate and 
speak out against the sufferings of the enslaved. Musical abolitionism represented a consistent, 
though easy to miss, challenge to the slave trade that was enacted in homes throughout Britain 






In 1807, Parliament passed the Act for the Abolition of the Slave Trade. Saunders Bennet 
(d. 1809), the organist at Woodstock, responded with musical praise.1 He set to music “The 
Triumph of Africa,” a poem by another important member of the Woodstock community: the 
author, educationalist, and clergyman, William Mavor (1758-1837).2 The song trumpeted the 
success of the Slave Trade Act: Bennet’s bold, marching melody matched Mavor’s proclamation 
that “O’er Crime and oppression the Triumph is won” and supported his poetic vision of 
Africans breaking free from their chains. In reality, though, the 1807 Act made it illegal only for 
British ships to transport captives across the Atlantic. Tens of thousands remained in bondage in 
the British West Indies and many more continued to be trafficked by ships sailing under the flags 
of other nations.  
In the 1820s, abolitionism was revived—this time with the new goal of abolishing 
slavery. Again, female amateur musicians played an important role in spreading awareness of the 
continuing problem of slavery. But this new generation of female activists used music in new 
ways. In addition to incorporating serious antislavery songs into their everyday practices of 
polite shopping, sociability, and musical masquerade, these women put music on the official 
agenda of antislavery society meetings. For the first time in history, women were able to create 
and run their own antislavery societies. Organizers like Mary Ann Rawson (1801-1887), a 
founding member of the Sheffield Female Anti-Slavery Society, created and sang from books of 
 
1 Saunders Bennet, “The Triumph of Africa, Written by Wm Mavor, LLD, Set to Music & Most Respectfully 
Inscribed (by Permission) to the Honble. Mrs. Pryse, By S. Bennet, Organist, Woodstock” (London: Bland & 
Weller, 1807). 
 
2 William Mavor, “The Triumph of Africa. Written on the Abolition of the Slave Trade,” in Miscellanies, in Two 




hymns with lyrics that prayed for the end of slavery.3 The musical activities of these female 
amateur musicians contributed to the abolition of the slave trade (1807), slavery (1833), and 
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Appendix: Images of the Scores 
 
Figure 1a. Charles Dibdin and Isaac Bickerstaffe, “Dear Heart,” in The Padlock: A Comic Opera as it is 
Performed at the Theatre-Royal in Drury-Lane. The Words by the Author of the Maid of the Mill. The 
Music by Mr. Dibdin (London: J. Johnston, 1768), 18, HathiTrust. 
 
 
Figure 1b. Charles Dibdin and Isaac Bickerstaffe, “Dear Heart,” in The Padlock: A Comic Opera as it is 
Performed at the Theatre-Royal in Drury-Lane. The Words by the Author of the Maid of the Mill. The 




Figure 2a. Charles Dibdin and Isaac Bickerstaffe, “Let me when my heart a sinking,” in The Padlock: A 
Comic Opera as it is Performed at the Theatre-Royal in Drury-Lane. The Words by the Author of the 
Maid of the Mill. The Music by Mr. Dibdin (London: J. Johnston, 1768), 26, HathiTrust. 
 
 
Figure 2b. Charles Dibdin and Isaac Bickertsaffe, “Let me when my heart a sinking,” in The Padlock: A 
Comic Opera as it is Performed at the Theatre-Royal in Drury-Lane. The Words by the Author of the 




Figure 2c. Charles Dibdin and Isaac Bickerstaffe,“Let me when my heart a sinking,” in The Padlock: A 
Comic Opera as it is Performed at the Theatre-Royal in Drury-Lane. The Words by the Author of the 
Maid of the Mill. The Music by Mr. Dibdin (London: J. Johnston, 1768), 28, HathiTrust. 
 
 
Figure 3. Ignatius Sancho, “Mungo’s Delight” in Twelve Country Dances for the Year 1779, Set for the 
Harpsichord By Permission Humbly Dedicated to the Right Honourable Miss North, by her most 





Figure 4a. John Ross, “The Captive African, A favorite Song, Set to Music with an Accompt. For the 
Piano Forte, and Dedicated by Permission to Lady Bruce of Stenhouse” ([Edinburgh]: Walker & Co., 





Figure 4b. John Ross, “The Captive African, A favorite Song, Set to Music with an Accompt. For the 
Piano Forte, and Dedicated by Permission to Lady Bruce of Stenhouse” ([Edinburgh]: Walker & Co., 





Figure 4c. John Ross, “The Captive African, A favorite Song, Set to Music with an Accompt. For the 
Piano Forte, and Dedicated by Permission to Lady Bruce of Stenhouse” ([Edinburgh]: Walker & Co., 





Figure 5a. Miss Greenwood, “The Negro’s Complaint. The Words by a Gentleman; inscribed to 
Granville Sharpe, Esq. Music by a Female Correspondent – an Amateur,” in The Lady’s Magazine 
(December 1793): [n.p.]. Eighteenth-Century Journals. 
 
 
Figure 5b. Miss Greenwood, “The Negro’s Complaint. The Words by a Gentleman; inscribed to 
Granville Sharpe, Esq. Music by a Female Correspondent – an Amateur,” in The Lady’s Magazine 




Figure 6. John Wall Callcott, “Forc’d from home and all it’s [sic] Pleasures. For One or two Voices, the 
Words from Mr. Cowper’s Negro’s Complaint” (London: T. Skillern, 1797). Yale University, Music 
Library, MUS M 1507 E 581 no. 54 + Oversize. 
 




Figure 7b. R. J. S. Stevens, “The Negro’s Complaint,” 2. British Library, Add. Ms 31813 f. 164. 
 






Figure 8. William Howard, “The Negro’s Lamentation. A fashionable Ballad, with an Accompaniment 
for the Harp, or, Piano-Forte, Composed by W. Howard” (London: Fentum’s Music Warehouse, 1800). 





Figure 9. Thomas Beilby, “The Dying Negro: A Song – Composed by Thomas Beilby, Organist of 
Scarbrough: And by him humbly inscribed to Granville Sharpe Esqr. and the other Gentlemen of the 
Committee, formed for promoting an Abolition of the Slave Trade” (London: Longman and Broderip, 




Figure 10a. C. F. D., “The Bonja Song, A favorite Negro Air for the Piano Forte, dedicated to 




Figure 10b. C. F. D., “The Bonja Song, A favorite Negro Air for the Piano Forte, dedicated to 





Figure 10c. C. F. D., “The Bonja Song, A favorite Negro Air for the Piano Forte, dedicated to 





Figure 11a. Edward Miller, “The Negro Boy, who was sold by an African Prince for a Metal Watch, A 
Favorite Song Sung by Mr. Burrows, at the Public Concerts, Composed by Dr. Miller” (London: J. Dale, 





Figure 11b. Edward Miller, “The Negro Boy, who was sold by an African Prince for a Metal Watch, A 
Favorite Song Sung by Mr. Burrows, at the Public Concerts, Composed by Dr. Miller” (London: J. Dale, 





Figure 12a. John Danby, “The Negroe’s Complaint,” 1. Royal Academy of Music, 3.891. 
 
 




Figure 12c. John Danby, “The Negroe’s Complaint,” 3. Royal Academy of Music, 3.891. 
 





Figure 12e. John Danby, “The Negroe’s Complaint,” 5. Royal Academy of Music, 3.891. 
 
 





Figure 12g. John Danby, “The Negroe’s Complaint,” 7. Royal Academy of Music, 3.891. 
 





Figure 13a. Joseph Mazzinghi, “The Negroes,” 1. Canterbury Cathedral Archives, Canterbury Catch 




Figure 13b. Joseph Mazzinghi, “The Negroes,” 2. Canterbury Cathedral Archives, Canterbury Catch 





Figure 13c. Joseph Mazzinghi, “The Negroes,” 3. Canterbury Cathedral Archives, Canterbury Catch 




Figure 13d. Joseph Mazzinghi, “The Negroes,” 4. Canterbury Cathedral Archives, Canterbury Catch 




Figure 13e. Joseph Mazzinghi, “The Negroes,” 5. Canterbury Cathedral Archives, Canterbury Catch 




Figure 13f. Joseph Mazzinghi, “The Negroes,” 6. Canterbury Cathedral Archives, Canterbury Catch 




Figure 13g. Joseph Mazzinghi, “The Negroes,” 7. Canterbury Cathedral Archives, Canterbury Catch 




Figure 14. Edward Jones, “Ariette. A Negro Song,” in A Miscellaneous Collection of French and Italian 
Ariettas; Adapted with Accompaniments for the Harp or Harpsichord. Humbly Inscribed to Mrs. Musters, 





Figure 15. Charles Dibdin, “Negro Philosophy. Written and composed by Mr. Dibdin, and Sung 
by him, in his new entertainment called The General Election” (London: For the Author, 1796). Courtesy 




Figure 16a. Charles Dibdin, “The Negro and his Banjer, written & composed by Mr. Dibdin for his 
entertainment, called, The Wags, Or, The Camp of Pleasure” (London: for the Author, 1790), Courtesy of 





Figure 16b. Charles Dibdin, “The Negro and his Banjer, written & composed by Mr. Dibdin for his 
entertainment, called, The Wags, Or, The Camp of Pleasure” (London: for the Author, 1790), Courtesy of 




Figure 16c. Charles Dibdin, “The Negro and his Banjer, written & composed by Mr. Dibdin for his 
entertainment, called, The Wags, Or, The Camp of Pleasure” (London: for the Author, 1790), Courtesy of 
the Bodleian Library, Oxford University, Mus.2.c.157. 
 
 
